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To my agent Stacey Graham,
who has been with me for a whopping eight books and six book deals.
Nine years ago, I sent you a query letter with a dick joke in it.

The rest is literary history.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

While my books all have fun cartoon covers, there are some serious topics that may be inside. If you feel trigger warnings are spoilers, please skip the following paragraph and enjoy the book. If you’d like some potentially spoilery content guidance, proceed to the paragraph below.

Content warnings: alcoholism (secondary characters, past parental), mention of DWI, anaphylaxis (nut allergy), panic attack, PTSD, depression (secondary character), recent death of MMC’s mother (died of cirrhosis of the liver because of alcoholism three months ago), physical assault, poverty/financial stress, identity theft, on page animal death of garter snake, off page mention of a dog killing a rodent and frog, incontinence (secondary character), diet culture (athlete diet), past house foreclosure (FMC’s father stopped paying bills), past death of MMC’s father (heart attack at eighty-three), hangover, cigarettes (secondary characters), reference to song about a fan who commits murder-suicide of pregnant girlfriend, a rough kiss without consent.
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CHRIS

MY PHONE WAS ringing.

It was five fifteen in the morning.

Mike.

I was only half awake when I hit the answer button. “What.”

“Bro, I need you to do me a favor.”

I groaned. “What favor?”

“I need you to drive Larissa and her mom to the hospital.”

I squeezed my eyes shut in the dark.

My best friend was a lot of things. He was loyal to a fault. He’d give you the shirt off his back. He was hilarious, generous, and protective of the people he cared about. But he was also the most likely to call you at some ungodly hour with a request that started with “I need a favor.”

“I told her I would take them,” he said. “Her car’s in the shop and her mom’s car is stick and Larissa doesn’t know how to drive it. It’s her mom’s surgery today.”

I rolled onto my back. “And you can’t do it why?”

“I screwed up, man. I hit it too hard last night. I’ve got the hangover of the fucking century. I think I’m still drunk.”

“Mike, it’s my day off. I’m tired.”

“I know. Look, there’s nobody else to take them. Jesse took Becca down to Wakan for their anniversary. Xavier’s in town but he’s not picking up. I even asked my mom.”

“I don’t even know Larissa,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I only met her that one time.”

“Come on, dude. She’ll never get a lift this early in the morning.”

“Can’t her mom drive them there? They can get a rideshare back.”

“And leave the car in the parking lot? And then she’s gonna be there by herself while her mom’s in surgery. Don’t make me beg you. I need this. Please.”

I stared at the ceiling in the dark. Fuck. I kicked out of my blankets. “Why’d you drink so much if you knew you had to be somewhere early?” I turned on the lamp on my nightstand and winced at the light.

“It got away from me. Look, I’ll pay you back. I’ll wash your car, dude, I’ll do anything. It took me six weeks to get this girl to have coffee with me. She might not even talk to me after this if I leave her hanging. I like her so much, I can’t mess this up.”

I pulled a hoodie over my head. “You owe me big-time. I’m serious.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey, don’t tell her I’m hungover, okay? I’m gonna say I have a migraine.”

“Whatever. Just text me the address.” I hung up on him.

I stood in the middle of my room momentarily, too irritated to move.

This crap would annoy me on a good day.

I hadn’t had a good day in a while.

All I wanted to do was sleep and be left alone. Mostly the second one.

The guys insisted on hauling me out of my house as much as humanly possible—which I appreciated objectively because they were trying to help. But this situation was Mike being Mike. And who the hell was he out drinking with? God knows if the guys had gone anywhere last night, I would have been kidnapped and thrown in the trunk.

I dragged myself to the bathroom to get cleaned up.

Twenty minutes later, I was pulling in front of a small building in a not-so-great neighborhood. The Windsor Castle Apartments.

This place was the furthest thing from a castle I’d ever seen. The units had bars on the windows. The walkway was cracked and bulging, and there was a stained mattress on the curb out front next to a busted TV with rabbit-ear antennas. I threw the car in park and steeled myself for human interaction before I got out. The sun was barely up. Fucking Mike.

I did my best to keep my mood off my face and knocked on door 104. After a moment, Larissa answered. She was in a gray hoodie, no makeup. Her blond hair was in a ponytail, and her blue eyes were bloodshot.

She waited tables at Donna’s, Mike’s mom’s café. I’d seen her there a few times, but she’d never waited on me. I only actually met her once, two months ago for five minutes. It was after a concert I’d been forced to attend. She’d been barefoot and she needed a ride home. It had been between me and Mike.

She chose Mike.

It struck me again how pretty she was. It had struck me that night at the concert too. Me and Mike both.

She blinked at me. “Where’s Mike?”

“He didn’t tell you?” I asked.

“No…”

Aaaand of course he forgot to text her.

“Mike’s got a migraine,” I said. “He asked me if I could take you. I’m Chris. We met that one night.”

“I remember…” she said tentatively.

She chewed her lip, then glanced over her shoulder before coming back to me. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice low. “I can call a rideshare.”

“I was up,” I lied. “I had nothing to do today,” I lied again. “It’s my pleasure. Really.”

Someone came from behind her. A middle-aged woman in a beanie. She stopped when she saw me. “Oh. Where’s Mike, hon?”

I smiled at her around Larissa. “Mike is sick this morning. I’m Chris, his best friend.”

“Chris, this is my mom, Nancy,” Larissa said, still looking uncertain.

“Nice to meet you.” I reached for the duffel bag Nancy was holding. “Let me take that for you.”

“Wow. Such a gentleman,” she said, handing it over, giving her daughter an unsure glance.

Both women looked like they’d been crying.

I didn’t know what kind of surgery Nancy was having. It was none of my business, so I wasn’t going to pry, but this was clearly something very personal taking place this morning and they’d trusted Mike enough to ask him to get them there, and he’d sent a stranger to do it instead. And didn’t even call to let them know—probably because he was passed out.

I was so pissed at him.

“Should we get going?” I asked.

Larissa nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

They followed me out to the car. I put Nancy’s bag in the trunk and opened the doors for them both. Larissa made her mom take the front seat. Her mom smelled like cigarettes.

It was a twenty-minute ride to Royaume Northwestern Hospital. I was thinking it was going to be a quiet one, but then Nancy turned in her seat to look at Larissa. “You know, the Lord gives his toughest battles to his strongest warriors.”

“Mom, stop,” Larissa said.

Nancy faced front again. Then she turned to me. “So how long have you known Mike?”

“Twenty-five years,” I said, getting onto the freeway.

“Larissa, didn’t you say there were a couple of them that night you all met? At the concert?” Nancy asked over her shoulder.

When Larissa didn’t answer, I did.

“There were four of us,” I said. “Xavier and Jesse are the other two.”

“Are all of you so handsome?”

I choked.

“Mom!”

“What?” Nancy said, pivoting to look at her daughter. “He’s handsome. Are we supposed to just sit here and pretend like we don’t notice?”

Heat crept up my neck.

Larissa was behind me, so I couldn’t see her in the mirror, but I could somehow feel her glaring at her mother anyway.

“So, do you have a girlfriend?” Nancy asked me wryly.

“Uh, no, not right now.”

“Why not?”

“Mom…” Larissa’s voice was a warning.

Nancy let out a dramatic sigh, like Larissa was ruining her fun from the back seat.

“I’m just taking a little break right now from dating,” I said, changing lanes.

“Huh.” She sniffed the sleeve of her sweater. “This smells like soup. Larissa, are you cooking without the fan on again? All my clothes smell like onions.”

I didn’t smell soup. I did smell smoke, though.

“I didn’t cook anything without the fan on, Mom.”

She sniffed her sleeve again. “You probably smell like soup, too, if it’s on me. Smell your hoodie.”

No answer from the back seat.

I couldn’t tell you how I knew it, but I sensed that Larissa was about to cry.

“Do you like podcasts?”

I asked, changing the subject.

“Sometimes…” Nancy said.

“You’ll love this,” I said, turning on the radio.

I put on a comedy series I sometimes listened to on the way to the pharmacy and I turned it up enough that her mom couldn’t keep talking. Thankfully it worked.

When we pulled up to the patient drop-off, Larissa’s mom got out and then Larissa leaned into the open door. “Thank you.”

“I’m just going to park the car and then I’ll meet you inside,” I said.

“Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

“Mike asked me to stay with you—”

“I’m fine. Really, I am. Thank you so much. I can get a rideshare back.”

Then she closed the door before I could argue and started walking her mom to the automatic doors.

I waited for a minute, watching her go like she might spin around and change her mind.

She didn’t.

I know I should have been relieved that I’d just gotten my day back, but I wasn’t. Mike had seemed adamant that he didn’t want her alone. It didn’t feel right leaving.

Part of me considered parking and going in anyway, but on the chance she didn’t want my company, I opted not to. I didn’t know her well enough, didn’t want to force my presence on her.

I put the car in drive and was almost to the street when I realized Nancy left her bag in the trunk. I didn’t have Larissa’s number to text her to meet me out front. I had no choice. I parked and went in.
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LARISSA

THE SECOND THEY took Mom back to the OR, I burst into tears again.

I’d been crying most of last night and part of this morning. Mom too.

Dad had used my Social Security number to open credit cards in my name. I found out because they’d garnished the tax return I’d been waiting on to fix my car. I got the email yesterday.

Mom wasn’t working, and we were barely making the rent. I didn’t know how we were going to pay these medical bills, and now I didn’t even know how I was going to afford to get my car out of the shop. I couldn’t take any more time off work. I was living paycheck to paycheck, doing odd jobs just to afford groceries.

I’d babysat last night until midnight for the lady upstairs to make twenty extra dollars. I put him to bed at nine and fell asleep on the sofa, and he pried my eyelid open to tell me he woke up and drew a picture of me—on the wall of his room with his mom’s makeup. I laughed because it was so not funny, it was.

I felt so bad for the mess, I didn’t even take the money.

I pulled my legs into my chest on the gray waiting room chair and put my forehead to my knees.

I didn’t want to be alone at the hospital. I wanted to go home.

I wanted to put on my ratty emotional support grandma underwear and take off my bra and climb into bed and sleep until it was over. I wanted to order delivery food I couldn’t afford so I could eat something I didn’t have to cook and most of all I wanted someone else to figure it out. The brain energy it took for me to just do the basics at this point was more than I had to spare.

And on top of all of it, according to Mom, I probably smelled like soup.

I cried harder.

I was weeping softly into my knees, grateful that I somehow had the whole surgical waiting room to myself to sob in peace, when someone cleared their throat. My head shot up. Chris stood in the entrance, holding Mom’s bag.

When he’d showed up this morning instead of Mike, I’d almost broken down right then and there.

I didn’t like to ask for help, it had taken a lot for me to do that. Then Mike sent Chris instead of coming himself.

I could barely process it. I felt horrible that a man who barely knew me had to wake up so early to come do this. I was embarrassed by Mom’s nervous word vomit in the car, I was upset that Mike made us an inconvenience for somebody else, and I was baffled at why he hadn’t given me a heads-up and sent Chris unannounced.

I liked Mike. He was funny and distracting, and I’d needed that more than I’d realized with the last few months being so draining. But after what happened this morning, I was seriously questioning whether I should keep dating him.

I probably wasn’t being fair. He had a migraine. Maybe it took everything he had just to call Chris and get him to come instead. Maybe he was in excruciating pain and looking at his phone was debilitating. But something felt off about it, and I was too emotionally and mentally exhausted to examine it. I’d barely eaten last night, I was shaky from low blood sugar, I had a caffeine headache creeping in, and I was likely not thinking rationally, but my knee-jerk reaction to Mike not showing was to just break things off because I did not have the capacity to deal with unreliable people right now.

Chris stared at me for another few seconds. Then he grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on the coffee table, walked across the room, and sat down next to me.

“Here.” He put the Kleenex into my hands.

I took them. “Thanks.” I wiped my nose.

“Are you okay?” he asked gently.

I nodded at my hands in my lap.

He didn’t say anything and after a moment I looked up at him. He was sitting there studying me. He looked genuinely concerned.

He had really pretty brown eyes. It struck me as weird I hadn’t noticed them the night we met. Maybe the lighting wasn’t as good. I also hadn’t been this close. Or maybe I hadn’t registered how kind those eyes were and that’s what made them beautiful now.

“Nancy left her bag in the trunk,” he said.

“I know.” I sniffed. “I didn’t have your number to call you. Mike isn’t replying to my texts.”

“Migraine.”

“Yeah. I know.” I drew in a shaky breath. “Thank you. You can go home now. I’ll be fine.”

“No.”

It took me a second to register what he’d said. “What?”

“No,” he said again. “I’m staying.” He gazed at me levelly.

I laughed a little, and it completely threw me out of my spiral. “What if I don’t want you to stay?” I asked.

“Don’t care. I took a job. I’m gonna do it. And you can’t fire me. You didn’t hire me, you’re not my boss.”

He got an amused scoff out of me.

“Have you eaten yet today?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Why don’t we go get breakfast. My treat.”

“I…I don’t know if I should leave…”

“She’ll be in surgery for at least an hour,” he said.

“How do you know? You don’t even know what surgery she’s having. Unless Mike told you.”

“He didn’t tell me. With prep and recovery, no surgery takes less than an hour. The hospital has a text message notification system for updates. I’m sure they set you up,” he said. “There’s a café just across the street. If they page, we can have you back here in five minutes.”

He waited for my reply.

“I’m hungry but I don’t think I can eat,” I said.

“Then maybe we should just go, sit down in a booth, and rate the bread.”

“Rate the bread…” I said slowly.

“Yeah. They’re a bakery too. We can get a bunch of different loaves and eat them. Rate them from one to ten. When your stomach’s upset, you can always eat bread.”

He looked at me, stone-cold serious.

I let out a breath. “Okay. I have to check the menu, though. I have a nut allergy.”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll do it.”

Then without another word, he pulled out his phone and dialed.

I don’t know why this made me want to cry again. Maybe because I was exhausted and even the small task of making sure the restaurant was safe felt overwhelming to me right now?

I watched him call.

“Peanut allergy or tree nuts?” he said, putting the phone to his ear.

“Both.”

He nodded. “Hi,” he said. “I was wondering if you have any nuts on the menu? I was going to come by with someone who has a nut allergy. Are you sure? Can you triple-check? Ask the chefs. Okay.”

He moved the phone away from his mouth. “I’m on hold. They’re checking with the kitchen. Is the allergy severe?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Do you have Benadryl?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Where’s your EpiPen?”

“In my purse?”

“Let me see it.”

“You want to see my EpiPen,” I deadpanned.

“Yes.”

“Okay…” I took it out and handed it to him.

He cradled the phone with his shoulder and looked at the expiration date and then the color of the liquid. He seemed to be satisfied with its condition and handed it back to me.

“It passes inspection?” I asked, mildly entertained.

“I’m a pharmacist. Minnesota has big temperature fluctuations, which can affect the quality. This one looks good.”

When I kept giving him a look, he gave a goofy one back to me.

“I’ve been entrusted with your care and I’m taking you out to eat,” he said. “I like to know your rescue medication isn’t expired.”

Before I could reply, the person came back on the line. “None at all?” he said into the phone. “No Nutella or peanut butter or almond flour? Great. Okay, we’ll be right over.”

He hung up. “Nut free.” He nodded over his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go get you some coffee.”

We made the short walk across the street and he held the door for me on the way in.

The place was cute—small with a bar full of red stools and booths against the window with tiny vases that had a single pink carnation in them. There was a cold case with muffins and pies and cookies in it by the register and baskets full of fresh baked breads on the wall behind it.

The hostess put us in a seat by the window. A minute later, our waitress came over with coffee. She was a middle-aged woman who reminded me a lot of Mom. “You kids need a minute with the menu?” she asked, filling our cups.

“We’re going to do five loaves of bread,” Chris said.

She looked at us over her glasses. “Five? They’re big, you know.”

“Yeah. We want to try them all,” he said.

“Okay…” she said. “How about for your girlfriend?” She looked at me. “You just want bread?”

“Oh, I’m not his girlfriend,” I said.

“She’s my best friend’s girlfriend,” Chris said.

“Huh,” she said, uninterested. “You want the pumpernickel too?”

“Is it good?” he asked.

She gave a shrug. “Not my cup of tea. Cindy, what do you think about the pumpernickel?” she called over her shoulder to another server wiping a table down.

“It’s kind of ass.”

Chris glanced at me, and we shared an amused look.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“Pumpernickel’s rye, right? I like rye,” I said.

“Me too,” Chris said. “Ass can be subjective. We’ll take it.”

The waitress mouthed “Ass can be subjective” while she wrote the order down. Then she grabbed our menus and left.

“I’m not really his girlfriend,” I said once she was out of earshot.

He lowered his coffee cup. “Oh. Sorry. I just didn’t know how else to—”

“It’s fine. We’re just seeing each other right now. It’s not anything official.”

“Noted. Do you have a pen?”

“I think so.” I dug in my purse and handed him a generic ballpoint. He started writing on a napkin.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Making a bread-ranking scoreboard.”

I watched him with amusement while he drew a grid. “You’re really serious about this,” I said.

“Aren’t you? This is important work we’re doing.”

He finished the tally sheet while I emptied three vanilla creamers into my mug. I took a long swallow and the calories and caffeine flooded my system like liquid energy. I felt instantly better.

When he was done with the scoreboard, I took the napkin and started drawing a floral border around it.

“So I need to know,” he said, sipping his coffee. “How did you end up barefoot with Lexi at a Jaxon Waters concert?”

“Someone threw up on her boots in the bathroom,” I said, shading a daisy. “They could not be saved.”

“So you gave her your shoes?”

“I did. One of us had to piggyback the other one out, and she’s stronger.”

“Did you get your shoes back?”

“Yes. She returned them the next day—but it was touch and go for a while there. She is known to take things. Mostly hoodies.” I held up the napkin to show him my sketch. He gave me an approving nod.

“Did you know Lexi before you started working together at the diner?”

“Yeah. We used to live in the same building,” I said. “She got me the job.”

“Do you like working at Donna’s?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I like the hours. I’m a morning person.”

He scoffed. “I’m not.”

My face fell. “I’m sorry…”

He seemed to realize what he’d implied. “No, it’s fine. I didn’t mind waking up—”

“I thought you said you were already up.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Okay. I was not up. But I’m happy to help. Seriously.”

I gave him a look that called bullshit.

“I mean it,” he said. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping. I would have woken up anyway and just laid there, so at least I’m doing something.”

I didn’t get to press him for more because the bread showed up.

The server dropped it off, then brought us two plates and a ramekin of butter and left again. She was right, they were huge, lined up next to each other across the table like we were at a farmers market.

“So how’d you meet Mike?” I asked while he pulled the French loaf in front of him and started slicing.

“We grew up on the same street. Jesse and Xavier too. Went to school together.”

“Same college too?”

He slid me a piece. “No, Mike didn’t go. He went into a trade.”

I cocked my head. “A trade? What trade?”

He looked surprised. “He’s a licensed master plumber. He didn’t tell you?”

“No…”

“Yeah. He can do all of it,” he said, buttering his slice. “It’s his side hustle right now. He prefers the personal training, but he is a plumber.”

Huh. I had to admit, that impressed me. And Mike had never mentioned it, which sort of impressed me more.

He nodded at me. “Have you met his stepdad yet?”

“Not yet,” I said, taking a bite of the bread.

“You’ve probably seen his billboards. The Toilet King?”

I had to cover my mouth when my jaw dropped. “That’s Mike’s stepdad? The Henry Tudor guy with the plunger?”

“Yeah. That’s why Mike went into the business. I think Tony wants to leave it to him when he retires.”

“I had no idea that was Donna’s husband. Wow.”

He took a bite and chewed, then he gestured to mine. “Thoughts?”

“I like it,” I said. “It has a really nice crust on it.”

“Yeah, but almost too much. It was a little hard to bite into,” he said, examining it.

“So what’s your rating, then?” I asked.

He bobbed his head. “I give it a seven and a half out of ten. You?”

“Nine out of ten.”

“Really. That high.” He wrote down my answer. Then he set the napkin aside and started cutting slices of the sourdough. “So how long is your mom going to be in the hospital?” he asked.

“Just today if everything goes fine. She slipped on some ice and broke her wrist. It didn’t set right.”

“I thought it was cancer or something. You both seemed a little upset.”

“I was upset because I just found out my alcoholic degenerate father with a gambling addiction managed to get my Social Security number and open a twenty-two-thousand-dollar credit card account in my name. It’s in collections.”

I probably shouldn’t have dumped this on him, but I wanted to blurt it out. Hurl it at this stranger and watch him flinch when it hit him.

But he didn’t flinch.

“My mom died three months ago,” he said. “It was unexpected. I’ve just been a little…out of sorts myself. So I get it.”

We looked at each other, some unspoken understanding passing between us, like we were agreeing to be whatever kind of mess we needed to be at this table. That it was mutually acceptable to just eat this bread and be in our feelings and say whatever it was we wanted to say without judgment from either side—which was good. Because sometimes I was too tired and too done to pretend I was fine.

“Has he ever done this before?” he asked.

“To my mom,” I said, watching him butter another slice. “She said he never had access to my Social, so she told me not to bother worrying about it. Obviously she was wrong.”

“You can’t dispute the debt?”

“I can. I will. But it’s a process and it doesn’t always get reversed. They took my tax return money yesterday. I was going to use that to get my car out of the shop. My mom’s been out of work for two months. She’s going to need another month to recover enough to go back. I’m paying all the bills. I just didn’t need this right now.” I stared at the piece of bread on my plate. “You’re a pharmacist?” I said, changing the subject.

“Yeah. I work at Bergmans.”

A big retail pharmacy chain. He had a good job, and he was smart. I couldn’t imagine being able to understand all that chemistry. It felt harder than being a doctor for some reason.

“That’s a lot of school,” I said. “I never liked school,” I admitted.

“Oh yeah? What do you like?”

I shrugged. “I like cooking—sorry if I smell like soup, by the way.”

“You don’t smell like soup. You smell good, actually.”

I paused and looked up.

“Not that I’m sniffing you,” he said quickly. “It was just when I held the door for you and you walked past me, I—”

“I’m glad I don’t smell like soup,” I said, holding back a small smile.

He cleared his throat. “Are you going to be a chef, then?”

“No,” I said, going back to the napkin. “I’ve worked in enough restaurants to know I don’t ever want to cook in a kitchen.”

“Did you go to college?” he asked.

“No. I took a pottery class once.”

“You’re artistic, then,” he said, somehow making my sad education sound interesting.

“I guess so. I sew a little bit. I make my own clothes sometimes, my own jewelry. I got really into paper quilling at one point and I was pretty good at it, but you can’t make that a job.”

His cell phone vibrated. “Sorry, hold on.”

He read the message. “It’s Mike, asking where we are.”

I watched him while he texted a reply. He looked stern when he was focused. Sort of how he looked that first night.

I knew Chris was single from Mom’s prying in the car. Lexi mentioned it, too, when she was auctioning off which guy friend I should get a ride home from the night of the concert. I’d picked Mike, mostly because he actually smiled and seemed less irritated at being asked.

I laughed a little to myself remembering it. Mike had been actively flirting with me and in the middle of it, Chris mumbled something about being closer to my city than Mike was. He’d said it like he was honor-bound to inform me of the logistics so I would be fully aware of how much I was inconveniencing Mike.

I chose to inconvenience Mike.

Two months ago meant Chris’s mom had just died. I guess I could understand why he’d been a little dark.

He was still a little dark. But that was okay. I didn’t care so much this time around.

We tasted the sourdough and both gave it a nine.

“Should we try the pumpernickel?” he asked.

“Yes.”

We bit into it at the same exact time and chewed, watching each other for the reaction.

I swallowed. “Well?” I asked. “Is it ass?”

“No. Definitely not.”

“Right? It’s so good. What’s your rating?”

“Honestly? I give this a ten,” he said.

“Me too. We wouldn’t even have tried this,” I said, sliding the napkin in front of me to jot down the score. “Good thing we didn’t succumb to the peer pressure.”

“I think it’d be good with some eggs,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s order some. Try it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Do you want some bacon? Ham?” he asked.

“Sure. Ham sounds good.”

He ordered our food and I realized that he was right about the bread—it did settle my stomach. I think I’d been so hungry I’d gotten nauseous, and now that I’d eaten something, I was feeling better. In fact, I was suddenly starving.

When the server cleared our empty plates thirty minutes later, I realized Chris had gotten me to eat a full breakfast on a morning when I probably wouldn’t have eaten at all if I’d been left to my own devices. I actually felt okay now, like I could somehow handle the rest of my day.

I needed to be in a cute café drinking a coffee and eating breakfast with someone, not sitting alone in a waiting room, letting it all fester. Chris knew that. And I was really grateful that he did.

Mike must have known Chris would do this for me. Sending him was Mike’s way of taking care of me when he couldn’t be there himself. It was thoughtful and considerate.

Maybe I didn’t need to break up with Mike for bailing on me after all.
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CHRIS

WE WERE WALKING back to the hospital. I was carrying a large brown paper bag full of leftover bread.

We’d sat in the café for two hours talking about books. Arguing about books, actually.

“I don’t care what you say,” she said, pulling her hoodie out of her backpack while we walked. “The movie is never as good as the book.”

“There are some decent ones out there,” I said.

“Yeah, but the percentage is so low it barely counts. The ratings have to back it up. Same with books. Just because it’s hyped up on social media doesn’t mean I’m reading it. It has to have good reviews. Or if somebody I trust recommends it, then I’ll ignore the reviews and read it anyway.”

“And if somebody you trust recommends it and it’s bad?” I put out a hand to take her bag while she pulled on her hoodie.

“Then I don’t trust them again,” she said, pulling her head through the neck hole.

“Do you have someone who’s never failed you?”

“Nope. Why? You want to recommend a book to me? You think you have what it takes?” She grinned.

“I don’t know, that sounds like a pretty high-stakes game. What are you reading right now,” I asked.

“You wouldn’t have heard of it,” she said, taking her backpack.

“Try me.”

She gave me a cocked eyebrow. “You read that much?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Are you one of those people who reads a five-hundred-page book in three hours?”

“I actually am one of those people,” I admitted. “Only it’s more like a three-hundred-page book in three hours. I’m fast but not that fast.”

She gawked at me. “How?”

“I just process things quickly? I don’t know. I got faster over the years.”

“How many books do you read a year?” she asked.

“Between two and three hundred?”

“Chris!”

“What?” I chuckled.

“That is so many.”

“Yeah. I like reading. I read instead of TV.”

“Okay, now I do want you to recommend a book to me.”

“Okay,” I said. “You recommend one to me too.”

“Cross Stitch by J. C. Vale,” she said without thinking about it.

I stopped walking to blink at her. “You’ve read Cross Stitch?”

Now it was her turn to look surprised. “You’ve read it?”

“Yes.” My heart was actually pounding.

“I read it twice,” she said. “I loved it. I’ve never had anyone to talk to about it.”

Cross Stitch was an out-of-print sci-fi novel from 1986. A mass-market paperback I’d found on my dad’s nightstand. It was one of the first books I remember loving as a kid. I felt like she’d just unlocked some secret door into my soul.

“Where’d you get it?” I asked in complete disbelief.

“Yard sale. This lady had a big box of old paperbacks. I bought the whole thing for five bucks.”

“What else was in there?”

She hit the crosswalk button. “Really good stuff. You should come look through it, see if you want any. But you have to give them back when you’re done because I’m not finished reading all of them and I don’t read six books a day.”

I smiled at the jab. “Maybe I can take a look when I drop you off?” I said.

“Sure.”

We smiled at each other.

She tilted her head. “You know, the night I met you I thought you were different,” she said.

I drew my brows down. “Different how?”

“You seemed sort of crabby. You’re not though.”

“I did?”

“Yeah. Like, you were tired and impatient to just get home. That’s why I went with Mike. I mean, now that I know what was going on, I get it. The stuff with your mom. But you really are different.”

I felt my expression fall the tiniest bit. “I wouldn’t have minded driving you home.”

“Like you didn’t mind coming today?” She gave me a playful look.

“I didn’t mind coming today,” I said honestly. At least I didn’t now.

The walking sign came on. “And what would you have done if I hadn’t come?” I asked, crossing the street with her.

“I would have figured it out.”

“Figured it out how?”

“I would have let Mom drive us here. Then I would have learned stick in the parking lot while she was in surgery.”

“Really,” I said. “Just learn stick in the parking lot.”

“You don’t think I can learn stick in three hours? A lifetime can happen in three hours.”

I peered at her a moment. She was right. A lifetime could happen in three hours.

We were making our way around the side of the hospital by the service entrance when something made a noise by the dumpsters.

“Did you hear that?” Larissa said, stopping.

“Yeah, what was it?” I said, looking around.

More noise. Then growling.

“There’s something by the trash cans,” she said.

Something gray darted from the shadows and disappeared again.

“I’m going to check it out,” she said.

“Uh, no.”

“I want to see what it is,” she insisted.

“It’s a raccoon, and it could have rabies.”

She kept walking.

“Larissa, I’m serious—”

She turned to me with her arms crossed. “What if it’s a kitten?”

“It’s growling. What if it’s distemper?”

She laughed and turned back around and kept going.

“Larissa!”

She ignored me. I slumped and jogged after her. “You know it’s six rabies shots for animal bites—”

“Good thing we’re already at the hospital.”

Then the creature popped its head out. We both came to an abrupt halt.

It was a small, absolutely filthy dog.

When it saw us, it ran over, cropped tail wagging, and bounced happily off our shins.

She gasped. “Oh my God! Chris, a puppy!” She bent over to pet it, and it made excited whining noises.

I crouched, relieved it wasn’t a wild animal. “Hey, little guy…”

His fur was crusty and smelled terrible.

She glanced over to where he’d come from. “He was eating a turkey leg.”

I couldn’t even tell what breed because his fur was so matted. A Yorkie or a Maltese maybe?

The dog ping-ponged between us. Larissa was close enough that I could smell her again. Tangerines. I watched her smiling at this dog a moment longer than I probably should have. I cleared my throat and forced my gaze away. That’s when I noticed the bleach stain on the cuff of her U of M hoodie.

“Where’d you get your sweatshirt?” I said, ruffling the dog’s ears.

She looked down at it. “It’s Mike’s.”

“I think that’s actually mine…”

She blinked at me for a second. Then her cheeks flushed pink. “Oh my God—I’m so sorry. I found it in Mike’s truck. I didn’t even really look at it—”

She was already pulling her arms out of the sleeves.

“No no, keep it for now or you’ll be cold. Just give it to me later.”

She stopped, one empty sleeve dangling pitifully. “I can’t.”

I laughed a little. “You can. Seriously. Just hang on to it. Give it to me whenever.”

She looked mortified.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t care.”

I picked up the dog and stood. “I can take him to Xavier and see if he’s chipped.”

Her cheeks were still pink, but she put her arm back into the sleeve. “What do we do with him in the meantime? We can’t take him into the hospital.”

And then, like it was his cue to magically appear, Mike pulled up in his truck, tapping the horn. He rolled the window down. “Hey, there you are. I made it!”

He threw his gray F-150 into park and jumped out. Then he came right at Larissa and pulled her into a bear hug. I took two steps back to give them space.

“Hi,” he whispered, holding her. “How you doing?”

“Good,” she said. “She’s almost out of surgery. We were heading back.”

He pulled away and brushed the hair off her forehead.

“Are you feeling better?” she asked.

“Still not a hundred percent, but I had to be here. Got you and Nancy some flowers in the truck.”

Larissa beamed at him. “Awww.”

He looked over at me. “Who’s this little guy?” he asked, nodding at the dog.

“We found him,” Larissa said.

Mike came over and scratched under the dog’s chin. “He’s cute. Kinda gross though.” Then he looked at his watch. “Hey, we should probably get going.”

He opened the passenger door. “Hop in. I’ll drive you around the front.” He made a little bow. “Your chariot.”

She looked over at me. “Chris, thank you again.”

I nodded. “Yeah. You’re welcome.”

“You’ll take him to the vet?” she asked.

“Definitely.”

“I’ll get your number from Mike. To check on him.”

“Okay.”

She waved, Mike closed her door, and she was gone. Vanished behind the tinted windows.

Mike turned and hugged me now, crushing the dog between us while he slapped me on the back. “Thanks, man. You saved the day.”

“Yup. No problem,” I croaked.

He let me go and held me out by the shoulders. “You can take off. I got it from here.”

“I could come back after I take the dog—”

“Nah, we’re good.”

I nodded but didn’t move. I felt whiplashed for some reason. Like a rug had been pulled out from under me.

I turned to go. Then I stopped. “You know how you asked me what you could do to pay me back for this?”

“Yeah. Anything. Name it.”

“Get her car out of the shop.”

He looked at me like I was speaking in tongues. “That’s gonna be a couple thousand bucks,” he said, lowering his voice. “That thing is fucked—”

“I don’t care. That’s my price for today. She needs it, and she can’t afford it.”

“I mean, I can’t afford it either—”

“Go work for Tony. Pick up some shifts. He’s always looking for help on the overnight emergency calls. Take a few of those, they’re overtime.”

He threw his head back and groaned. “I hate working for Tony. You know that.”

“I covered for you,” I said quietly. “I lied for you. Do it. And if you don’t do it, I will. And then I’m going to tell her the truth about why you didn’t pick her up.”

He put his hands up. “Jesus, all right, all right.”

“I’m calling her tomorrow to check in. She better have her car by then.”

“Okay. God, why you being such a dick?”

“I don’t like lying to people. And you should have been here. This was a bad day for her. If you don’t want to fuck it up with her, don’t fuck it up.”

He didn’t look happy, but he nodded.

“I’m leaving,” I said, shifting the dog in my arms. “Don’t call me for anything else unless it’s after ten a.m. And make sure she takes this home,” I said, handing him the brown bag of bread from the café.

“Why do you have so much bread?”

“No calls before ten,” I said again, walking away.

“I love you!” he yelled after me.

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved him off.

I took the dog home. Stopped at the gas station on the way and grabbed a couple cans of food. Xavier’s animal hospital didn’t open for another hour, so I decided to clean the dog up a little while I waited. I realized I’d have to shave him before I could wash him, so I got out my clippers.

Wherever this dog came from, it wasn’t good and it hadn’t been good in a really long time. His fur was caked in dog shit and he had fleas. His nails were so long they were curled under. He was sweet though. Friendly. He let me shave him and then sat for a bath in the laundry room sink without any issues.

Once I got all the fleas and fur off, I realized how small he was. Five, maybe six pounds tops. Not a puppy, just tiny.

I fed him, played with him for a bit. Then I went to lie down and he took a nap on my chest.

This day had taken a very strange turn.

Larissa had looked nice in my hoodie.

And that I should definitely not be thinking about. I felt instantly bad.

I made a mental apology to her and got up and drove to see Xavier.

Xavier had moved to California with his wife last year. We didn’t get to see him much anymore, but he was in town for a few weeks to cover for Hank, the doctor who ran his Minnesota Veterinary Hospital, while Hank recovered from a knee replacement. It was nice to get to hang out with my friend again, especially with everything I had going on.

“Yorkie. Maybe four, five years old,” Xavier said. “No chip. Probably came from a hoarding situation. He’s not skittish enough to be from a puppy mill. They just rescued thirty dogs from a house near where you found him. I bet he was a straggler.”

“Is he healthy?”

“Considering,” he said dryly. “He’s got urine burns on his paws. He’s got worms. We’ll treat that now and get his nails clipped. Heartworm test is clear, so that’s good. He could gain a pound or two.” He pulled off his gloves and tossed them in the trash. “What are you gonna do with him?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. You know any animal rescues?”

“I know a lot, but they’re pretty overwhelmed right now. Best thing you could do is keep him.”

I laughed a little. “I can’t keep him.”

He crossed his arms and leaned on the exam table. “Why not?”

“Uh, because I work?”

He nodded at the dog. “You think this dog being home alone sleeping on a chaise for eight hours is worse than what he came from? Have you seen the shelters right now? They don’t even have cages. They’ve got the dogs lined up in the hallway stacked in crates.”

I dragged a hand down my mouth. “I don’t know…”

“Look, take him home. Ask around, post on socials, maybe someone will want him. Nobody’s coming for this dog. You are all he has.”

All he has…

An orphan. I looked down at the tiny thing and went quiet.

Xavier eyed me like he knew what I was thinking.

Maybe he did.

“You been doing okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Fine.”

I felt him study me. “She was a good lady, Chris.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t look at him. “She really was.”

Even if I didn’t know her like I thought I did.

My cell phone pinged and I pulled it out. It was Larissa.


Can I come over and see the dog and drop off your hoodie?



I smiled a little at the phone.

Today was the first time in a long time I felt normal. Or at least the first time that I didn’t think about Mom for a period long enough to count.

The way it ended. How.

My parents had me late in life. Dad was eighty-three when he passed from his heart attack four years ago and Mom was turning seventy-nine this year. I’d kept it vague when I’d told the guys she was dying, but I think Xavier had an idea of what happened. He was a doctor, knew enough to glean the truth of it, even if I didn’t spell it out. I didn’t volunteer it and he didn’t ask me. I was glad. Because I wasn’t ready to say any of it out loud. At least not outside of therapy and the grief support group I went to.

I stared at Larissa’s text asking if she could come see the dog.

That was the woman my best friend was seeing, and Larissa and I weren’t close enough for her to come over like that. Maybe if Mike was coming with her, she could stop by and see the dog. Bring me the hoodie. The same went with the books she wanted me to check out. Maybe if I’d been the one to drop her off today like we’d planned, it wouldn’t be weird to come inside the house for a second and look at the paperbacks she’d offered.

But that’s not what happened.


Me: Come with Mike the next time he comes over.



I turned off the screen and put my phone away.

We got the dog treated and I went home.

The next day I did follow up with Mike. He paid for Larissa’s car like I asked. And a few days later, they were relationship official.
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LARISSA

“I TALKED TO A lawyer,” I said, putting two ibuprofen in Mom’s good hand.

“When?” She threw back the pills and swallowed them with her diet cola.

“Yesterday. It would cost more money to hire her than I would get suing him for it.”

She shook her head. “Doesn’t surprise me. He’s such a son of a bitch he’d just appeal it anyway even if you did get a judgment.”

I went to grab my laundry from my room.

“What are you gonna do, then?” she called down the hall.

I shrugged. “Keep working with the credit card companies?” I said. “Hope they take over, clear my balance? I’m probably going to end up paying it all off myself,” I mumbled, carrying my clothes out to the living room.

“You could file for bankruptcy.”

“And ruin my credit for the next seven years? I won’t be able to rent an apartment, buy a house, buy a car. If I work my ass off, I could clear it in twelve months. It’ll suck, but at least I’ll salvage my future.”

She sighed. “Oh, hon, I’m so sorry he did this.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, dumping my basket on the coffee table. “I could have paid for credit alerts, but I didn’t want to spend the money.”

“Wouldn’t have helped anyway. He charged it up so fast. I’ll give you what I can when I start working again.”

“Thanks.”

She fished her cigarettes from under my clothes pile. “In the meantime, you need to be somewhere with a bar. The tips are so much better.”

“Mom, I cannot stand drunks,” I said, folding a pair of my work pants. “And I’m tired of working until the sun’s gone. If I have to work twelve hours a day, at least they should be the twelve hours I prefer.”

“I guess so,” she said while she got up for the patio.

She stood where she always did when she wanted to talk to me while she smoked. With the doorframe between her shoulder blades, the slider close to her chest, one hand in the apartment, her smoking hand outside.

“How’s it going with Mike?” she asked, clicking her lighter on.

“Good.”

“He reminds me of my high school boyfriend—did I ever tell you about Brady?” She blew smoke out. “God, I wish I would have married that man instead. He’s a real estate agent now. We coulda been living someplace nice.”

“I wish you would have married him too,” I muttered, balling socks.

“Yeah, well, hindsight is twenty-twenty and all that. Anyway. Mike is a good one. Nice ass too.”

I gave her a look. “Mom.”

“What? Enjoy it now. They only get softer the older they get, and I’m not just talkin’ about the muscles.” She blew smoke outside. “Chris isn’t half bad either.”

“Yeah, he was nice.”

He really was. He’d been letting me text him medication questions since Mom’s surgery last week. He never did come to get any books though. I’d offered them twice.

I still had to return his hoodie. I guess I could just give it to Mike, but then I’d have to admit why I had it, which was embarrassing. Maybe I should just leave it over at Mike’s place? Or in his truck? Drop it in the same spot I found it?

“You know, with your looks, you could get a doctor or something,” Mom said, tapping her cigarette into the ashtray she kept on the upside-down paint bucket on the patio. “You should get a job at that bar by the hospital. Lots of surgeons in there. Someone who can get you out of a place like this.”

“I don’t want a guy to get me out of anything,” I said. “I’ll get myself out.”

“Oh yeah? That why you let Mike pay for the car?” She pursed her lips like she got me.

I shot her a look. “Do you think I like that Mike had to pay for the car? I had a plan for that, remember? My tax return?”

She took another pull on her cigarette instead of answering me.

“I told him not to, and he went down to the shop and paid for it anyway,” I said. “Believe me, I didn’t want him to. I still feel bad about it and I’m paying him back.”

“Eh, let him pay.” She waved me off. “Probably makes him feel good. And don’t it feel nice to let someone take care of you?”

It did feel nice.

I tended not to trust it though. Especially from men.

“So when you two making it official?” she asked.

“It is official,” I said, folding a towel.

She arched an eyebrow. “Reeeeally. So you do like him that much.”

I shrugged. “I don’t want to date anyone else and neither does he. We’ll see where it goes. If it goes anywhere.”

She nodded, gazing out onto the junkpile behind our building. There was a graveyard of old pool chairs that someone had stacked and left there to rot not ten feet outside our sliding glass door. It looked like an art exhibit for black mold.

I hated it here.

I watched Mom, standing there smoking. She looked…old. And not in an age way—she looked old in a worn-out kind of way.

I did not want to end up like she had. The idea terrified me.

I think that’s why I took the job at Donna’s. The restaurant where I’d been working had wanted to move me from the lunch shift to the bar. It would have been more money, it was technically a promotion, but for me it felt like inching closer to the late-night bar shift Mom worked at Buckaroo Bill’s. Like when I finally
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