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        For anyone who has found

        a second—or hell, seventh—chance at love.
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      I’m going to be real with you. I, Sonnet Rosewood, love Christmas more than any other holiday on the calendar. Nothing compares to it—not the Fourth of July, not Halloween, not Thanksgiving, none of them. Christmas is the best. Candies, cookies, wrapping paper. Tiny villages and cheesy movies with predictable plots. Hiding the pickle ornament on the tree, nutcrackers, silver and gold. The feeling, the glitter, the snow globes.

      It’s probably toxic, the fake snow—and my clinging to the excitement—but I latch on anyway.

      Maybe it’s the feeling of it. Hope. There’s nothing more powerful, or more crushing.

      And the idea of Christmas? It never hurt me. Not like the humans in my life.

      So, selling my Christmas trees, my wreaths, and everything that made my home warm and cozy in the late months of the year—everything but my childhood ornaments—gutted me.

      I watch the last woman I connected with on Facebook Marketplace drive out of the parking lot; the Christmas tree my ex-husband and I picked out years ago, now sticking out the back of her SUV. My eyes feel like wells of salt, but there’s no one left in my life to witness my tears.

      Before she moved, my mother consoled me over my ending marriage. She’s the only one in my family who’s been through a divorce. Four, to be exact. She perfected the art of catch and release. As a traveling nurse, she also perfected the art of finding men who lived elsewhere—and convincing them to move to our small town to start a life with her. And when it didn’t work out, which it never did, they left. They moved away. They went back to wherever she found them.

      While she tried to comfort me, my mother didn’t have any real advice for me when I needed it. As my former life slipped through my fingers. Her exes moved away; mine did not. And no one tells you what to expect when you go through a divorce in a small town. Instead, they tell you what to expect in a small-town marriage. Because the picture is pretty.

      I witnessed it in the form of revolving stepfathers I never warmed to.

      It’s a life of potluck dinners, everyone knowing your name and remembering your anniversary, and a childhood friend standing up to be your maid of honor.

      It’s all sold in a neat little box. I’ve never been one for cute packages wrapped in silk ribbons, unless we were talking about Christmas, but I bought it. I bought the life I lived and used to love because it was familiar.

      And then, when it all fell apart, so did I. Small-town whispers are the loudest noise in the world. Betrayal comes from those you least expect it.

      I look at my car—packed with a month’s worth of clothes and nothing else. The rest of my belongings are in storage, and the last bill tying me to brick and mortar has been paid.

      I’m free to go wherever I want. Free to settle down in any city that beckons me. Well, at least after this little trip I have to take now. But I haven’t felt the call of passion or desire in so long, I wouldn’t know what to do if the tug reached me.

      There’s a cabin in the woods hosting weekly writing retreats high in the Smoky Mountains, expecting me. I booked the trip the day after I got out of the hospital due to a panic attack, three hours before my therapist suggested a vacation of sorts at my session later that day.

      I already knew what I needed, and her confirmation didn’t soothe me. The heart in my chest was as broken as she’d been expressing it was for months. It just took a little longer for me to catch on, to see through the fog.

      The car keys in my hand are heavy. I look at them, and my attention falls to my pale skin. I’ve been borderline agoraphobic for months. Grocery delivery, my saving grace. Or maybe just another bar on the prison I willingly locked myself in.

      The city limit sign is five blocks away. All I have to do is cross it, to never come back, never see him again, never see my former best friend again. Never see anyone again who’d told me bullshit lies.

      There’s nowhere that endings cannot follow me, but I can live in denial for a while. Denial and I are like lovers—far closer than I was with my ex-husband, that’s for sure. Then again, anything dark was a better lover to me than he’d been.

      At least when I didn’t fuck the darkness for a while, it didn’t make me feel like shit. It just waited for me to return.

      My body is stiff when I move to my car, open the door, and take a seat behind the wheel. The vehicle is new. Another purchase made to wipe the slate clean. To ease my heart. I convinced myself that if I surrounded myself with new things—a new car, new clothes, the promise of a new life—the ache would go away.

      My therapist reminded me my problems didn’t stem from material things, that a shopping spree would be a temporary fix, but I did it anyway.

      Preston hated my shopping habits. So, I shopped with the money I’d been awarded in the divorce. Our life was cut cleanly down the middle. He got the house; I got the money and the freedom I’d reached for our entire marriage.

      He got the town, the people, the family. I got an open road and my words. The words that ripped us apart. I look at the passenger seat. Next to my purse sits the novel I wrote. The words that ripped love out—root and stem.

      The truth is, I would have always chosen the words over him.

      No marriage could have survived that.

      My car is not packed to the hilt. There’s a suitcase in the trunk, and two duffle bags in the backseat. That’s it. But it still feels cramped, loud, and heavy. If I don’t exit soon, I might start hyperventilating.

      Shedding my belongings slowly over the past year has felt like ripping a flaming bandaid off sensitive skin. But even after getting rid of ninety-five percent of my belongings, I still feel choked by the remnants of my past surrounding me in this vehicle.

      I didn’t know where I would land for most of our separation, and this writing retreat is just a different temporary fix. I have no idea where I’ll go when it’s over.

      The temptation to live in Nashville is there. But I have a past that haunts. I don’t want to stand close to it. I don’t want to think about him. So I drove through it, only stopping for the night in Knoxville before heading straight to the Smoky Mountains.

      The one thing I knew for sure when I left Missouri? I didn’t want to live in the town I saw my marriage bloom, then ultimately wither in.

      The cabin in front of me is massive, but with the owner being a millionaire, I shouldn’t be surprised.

      I need to avoid looking at the whites of my knuckles, so I close my eyes and count, then hum to the song surrounding me. My car stereo is still playing the Christmas music I listened to for most of my trek through Tennessee. It’s a little out of place for most in October, but I don’t care.

      I keep my eyes closed for three songs—three slow and somber Christmas songs filled with piano and choir, violin, and cello.

      When I finally make my way out of my car and toward the property, it’s the leaves that wake me up. I can hear them so clearly beneath my feet. The death of a new season comes into focus. Maybe this will be a new season for me. Finally. Because only at the end of the last, can the new season begin.

      There is only one car in front of the cabin. A sleek black car, a model I don’t recognize. I don’t know shit about cars, but anyone could smell the money from a mile away. Whoever the author is paying to run the writing retreat I’m walking into, obviously makes a shit ton of money. It can’t actually be Seraphina Daniels, can it? I sweat a little at the thought.

      The last time I visited a cabin in the woods was for my honeymoon. Preston and I never got to take the trips we wanted. Carefully laid plans were lost in the bustle of everyday life. It never slowed down, and in the mania of our lives and warring interests, we lost ourselves.

      One year later, and I can’t stop comparing little things to my life before. I know this is partially due to my entrapment in our town during our divorce. But now, I’m staring my new beginning in the face. Full windows, like eyes; an expansive front step, the grinning mouth.

      My hand turns the knob, and I walk in, calling out. My hello echoes. The voice that greets me is husky and kind as I close the door, turning to the sound. The room I’ve entered is enormous. Long picnic-style tables extend from the other side where the kitchen sits, with its ivory cabinets and ebony granite. Windows let the other part of the property in, glittering. I see mountains. So many mountains. I can almost taste the mist.

      A woman with dark hair and tattoos covering her arms smiles at me from across the room.

      I’m stuck, staring. It’s Seraphina Daniels. New York Times Bestselling author, Seraphina Daniels. Jesus Merry Christmas.

      “Hi,” I finally say.
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      Halsey warned everyone not to meet their idols, but I didn’t take her song lyric to heart.

      I’ve been a fan of Sera’s since she started writing; back when she wrote erotica. Before her poetry and women’s fiction. Before the movie deals and fame. Before the movie star boyfriend, Tristan Kane. And with that, the tabloid gossip.

      I’m a complete fangirl of hers. And for the past ten minutes, I’ve been standing on the back balcony of the massive cabin she owns, listening to words fall from her mouth as she tells me about her retreats. I already know everything she’s telling me—I read it all on the website—but to hear it from her is mesmerizing.

      I went to one of her poetry readings in St. Louis five years ago. Her cadence, the way she pauses, all of it pulls a person in.

      “We aren’t stiff around here,” she says. “We don’t have guided classes or sessions. Everyone who comes here isn’t learning how to write. They’re mostly learning how to enjoy writing again. Maybe the business of it has gotten in the way, or they’ve been burnt out for a while. You’re on your own for breakfast and lunch. We have the two fridges you can use in there,” she points inside, “and the grocery store is at the bottom of the mountain. You should have passed it on your way in. There’s also a mini fridge in your room,” Sera says, walking back into the cabin.

      I follow her, nodding along like a bobblehead as we cross the room to a staircase, descending down flight after flight of stairs.

      “You’re going to be on the bottom floor, away from the regular guests since you’re staying the whole month.”

      “Do people ever do that?” I know my request was weird. I’m surprised my email was returned so kindly when I sent it. I sounded clipped and erratic, even in the written form. It’s how I felt that day.

      “No, you’re our first. But we have room down here.” She smiles as she turns, stepping off the last step into an open area.

      Bedroom doors surround us on every wall. There’s so much white here, which is surprising given the exterior. It looks like a regular southern cabin on the outside. Inside, you’re greeted with creams and grays, colorful art, and pewter.

      “Dinner is catered every night,” she continues. “The schedule is stuck to that fridge. Normally everyone starts coming out of their shell around four PM. There will be a lot of night owls. Are you one?”

      “Not really, but I’ve had a bit of insomnia lately.” My routine is so far gone I don’t remember what it feels like to rise with the dawn. To put my hands to the keyboard while my ex-husband slept.

      “Well, this floor will be perfect for you then,” she says. “The artists we bring in normally just sleep down here. They spend the rest of the time upstairs. As I said, we don’t have classes, but the professionals we bring in are required to be accessible. If they’re writing, they’re out in the common rooms, so they’re always able to give advice, talk shop, talk the business they’re in.”

      “Sounds…exhausting,” I admit with a laugh. I can’t imagine being on for a week straight.

      “It can be. Especially if you’re an introvert like most of us are. I’ve found that the novelists and poets need a vacation to decompress after being here,” she smiles, “but some of the songwriters and singers thrive in it. They love talking.”

      I recall the fact that Sera is married to another writer herself. A songwriter. “Does your husband love talking and all of this?” I sweep my hands around the room.

      Sera’s face softens. “My husband…is an enigma. He likes talking about music and writing. And I never see it on his face, the drain. But when we get home, he needs the quiet. He fakes extroverting better than I do.”

      “I think it’s a learned skill.” I can fake it quite well with a bit of liquor.

      “I’ll never master it,” she smiles again, pausing. “So, I’m curious. Why a month? Do you write full-time?”

      I don’t want to answer. Embarrassment floods me, though I know it’s silly. Here is this woman standing in front of me, who makes millions of dollars writing. She has the dream I am so desperately chasing. The goal that tore my marriage apart.

      The only reason I have this month free is because I don’t have a side job at the moment, which I normally do—to supplement my writing income, as a precaution. After this, I’ll have to pull my minuscule belongings out of storage and start a new life. But before then, I need to figure out who the fuck I am inside. A month spent at a cabin in the woods might not do it, but it’s a start.

      “No, not yet,” I say. “I just finalized my divorce, and I’m not sure where I want to land. So, I wanted to come here and clear my head.”

      Sera’s eyes darken as she reaches for her hand, and her finger runs over her wedding ring. I see it, but I don’t direct my gaze there.

      If you want to find out who your real friends are, end your marriage and watch where the pieces fall. Watch who stands by your side and watch who stands by the convenient side. People are so eager to help you through your grief when it’s something that fits into their neat little lives. And if you really want to see what a shit show looks like, end a marriage in a small town. Lines are drawn, and when you stare across them, you see that everyone you know is someone you see every day of the week. At Walmart, at the local Applebee’s.

      It’s an ugly thing to know you’re disposable. And recently being betrayed by my closest friend wasn’t the first time I felt that way in my life.

      Maybe I am selfish, like Preston said. Perhaps I did just want blind faith and support, and who can offer that? All I know is I’m standing here, in this strange place, no longer knowing what real friendship is, and maybe family, too. Or, what I want either to mean for me. I’ve seen too many friends and family members come and go to believe I am not—at least at times—the toxic one. To be wholly self-aware and still struggle to change the things you know are dragging down your closest relationships is a deep sinkhole. I need to crawl out of the one I’ve been buried in for a year.

      Driving eleven hours, through Nashville—where memories linger of the hurt brought on by three people that’d been close to me—left an ache in my belly. Trying to find myself here in the woods is my way of crawling out.

      I’m thirty-six now. One marriage come and gone, with no desire to look for another new last name. I’m already haunted by every last name tied to me.

      Sera and I let the moment sit until she finally breaks it. “I’m sure others would benefit from this kind of extended stay. Chace and I have discussed putting an application on the website for a writer residency. Maybe it’s time to do that.” She pulls out her phone and begins typing, perhaps making a note.

      I turn away from her, to the windows lining the east wall. “I don’t know how this place can do anything but make someone breathe easier.”

      Her voice comes from behind me, closer to me than it’d been moments ago. “I hope it does that for you. We only let groups come in a few times a year. The rest of the time, it’s only open to individuals. We find that groups who already know one another tend to get loud, just want to write a couple of paragraphs and drink down by the bonfire. This is about peace and words, not a cabin in the woods to get wasted at.”

      I look over her shoulder, to a sleek countertop against the back wall. My gaze lingers on the wine bottles.

      Sera follows my gaze and looks back at me. “Write drunk and edit sober, right? Just not drunk enough to trash the place.” She winks at me.

      I like the way her face changes when she smiles. She has a husky voice, and her pale skin is luminous. I’ve read every word she’s ever written. It’s a strange thing to see someone in person you know so well through their words. I look at her and realize I don’t know her. Not really.

      Writers are careful with their words. We see what they allow us to see.

      Her words are so melancholy, so sad. But I see a certain lightness in her.

      I want that for myself.

      I plan to find it here.
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      I spend the rest of my first day at the cabin in my new home, the room Sera led me to after her tour.

      On one side of my bed, there’s a sliding glass door. I open the floor-to-ceiling blackout curtains before dark, as well as the sliding door, letting the Tennessee sun in. I’m located at the end of the bottom floor, so no one needs to pass my room to get anywhere. Silence and solitude are mine.

      I don’t know who I’ll befriend here, or if I’ll try to befriend anyone. A lot can happen in seven days, but any friend made will be gone after that as the weekly guests filter out, making room for a new batch of writers.

      Enjoying the view in front of me, I cross my legs on the bed. Voices above me, where the rest of the writers will be staying, reach me through the large screen, separating me from the fall air. I’m thankful Sera put me in a secluded spot. I can hear the writers arriving, but they don’t know I’m here, allowing me to observe and absorb.

      Tennessee’s always been a mixture of regret and heartache for me, but the mountains are not Nashville. The sin and sweetness of that city cannot call to me from here. I’m pretending my father’s betrayals can’t find me. I know this shade of denial will catch up to me, but I can’t help it. My mother and my therapist would both urge me to face these feelings head-on, but their advice and admonishing comments can’t reach me here.

      A door opens across the hall from my room, and a deep voice speaks, but no one replies. The guy is likely on the phone.

      “I miss you,” he says. “I know. I know, baby girl, but it’ll fly by. I’ll only be here a⁠—”

      The door shuts, and his voice is gone. It’s a shame, seeing as I’d enjoyed hearing it. His voice is lovely.

      Sadly, it’s been forever since I felt attracted to any part of a man. I miss the hum, the lull of desire. Beautiful hands to pull me in. Sharp jawline. Gentle smile.

      I couldn’t date in my hometown after my ex-husband and I separated. It wasn’t worth it, and it wasn’t something I wanted to do yet.

      I had stories to tell then. I have stories to tell now.

      After a moment, I reach for my phone to check my messages. My mother, the only person resembling a friend in my life, has sent ten messages.

      My eyes strain to focus as I read through the texts. How are the mountains? When are you coming to visit me? How do you feel? Did you text you-know-who?

      I’m not surprised at her last question. I’m close with my mother. She knows about my little fling from the past—details spared, of course. I debate on texting her back and giving her my thoughts on you-know-who but decide it’s too much.

      So, I hop in the shower first, setting up a slow country playlist as I wash.

      Just as Sera had mentioned, there’s a grocery store at the bottom of the mountain.

      I don’t remember passing it, though I nodded in fake remembrance when she reminded me of it. In truth, I’d driven in a daze the last hour of my trip.

      Now, I pull into the parking lot and turn off my car, exhaling. It’s a simple joy, knowing I can shop without running into anyone I know.

      Custody of our town? Yeah, I didn’t get it.

      I didn’t want it, but it made the final year I lived there as we negotiated the terms of our divorce excruciating. Online shopping became my savior. I ordered with an app, pulled up to the grocery store, waited patiently for the attendant to load my car, and then drove away. I used to frequent the liquor aisle in the gas station near my place quite often in the beginning. Then I decided to abstain from alcohol entirely for a few months. Drinking made me want to text him.

      I’m not myself when I get drunk. I think about calling my ex. I think about texting my one-night stand from Nashville—Mr. You-Know-Who. And worst of all, I think about tracking down my father again, despite what happened last time.

      I shake my head, pushing thoughts away of the men I let hurt me. I like knowing I’m alone here, far from all of them. Knowing I can fill my heart—and cart—with everything I need to be nourished, without worrying about anyone else.

      I start with the produce aisle, throwing bananas in first. My pace is leisurely as I walk through the rest of the store, grabbing granola bars and gummy bears, along with every other comfort writing fuel I know works, because I need the words to come. I need them to flow.

      If I can’t write here, amidst the beauty Tennessee has to offer, can I write anywhere?

      My phone vibrates in my hand. It’s a text from my mother.

      Mom: Are you writing today?

      I roll my eyes then let her know I’m shopping and will be hitting the keys within an hour, knowing she’ll hold me accountable.

      Mom: So how’s Tennessee? You never answered. You seriously didn’t consider stopping by Nashville to see a certain someone play?

      I blush, right here in the freezer section. My cheeks are warm but my ass is cold so I get to moving, inching my way toward the register. I know she’s trying to remind me of the good Music City can offer. We never discuss the bad it brought. Not anymore.

      Me: No, jackass.

      Mom: Sex is healthy and necessary, Sonnet.

      I fake gag, though she can’t see me. Jesus, mother. I haven’t slept with anyone since my divorce, but I sure as shit packed my vibrator for the trip. I don’t need the complications of a real person. I don’t need the feelings and heartbreak that come attached to the dick she thinks I need.

      Me: He doesn’t live there now. And I don’t have his number anymore.

      He. Him. Hunter Hart. One half of the heartbreak that haunts Nashville. The reason I didn’t want to go back for years. Or at least that’s what I told myself. It was easy to blame him for my hatred of the city even if it’d been someone else who tainted the music and the lights.

      Mom: Where is he again now? Texas?

      Me: Georgia.

      I throw my phone in my purse, heading toward the checkout lane.

      Over a decade ago, I drove to Nashville with my best friend—correction: ex-best friend—before I married my now ex-husband. All to find a father I never knew. Birth father. Shit father. No father of mine.

      The trip was supposed to change my life. I convinced myself it would, anyway. Preston and I had decided to take a break. Well, I decided to, because he couldn’t decide if I was the woman he wanted to marry. And I couldn’t decide if I wanted the kind of family he planned for.

      Some of us want carbon copies of the family we grew up with. Some of us want the polar opposite. I never knew which I wanted, if I even wanted either.

      I have a mother who loves me but can’t figure out what romantic love means for herself. I have a father who abandoned me when I was three because he couldn’t handle the fact that my mother had moved on from him. He couldn’t face the reality of having to share me with a stepfather, so he gave up when he couldn’t have his way—refusing to compromise, to work out schedules and visitations with my mother.

      It all became too hard for him. So he cut out, ran away, with his tail between his legs and Tennessee in his sights. The place his family lived.

      Also about ten years ago, against my mother’s advice, I tracked my father down, telling myself I could offer him forgiveness for the years he threw away. And in return, just as my mother predicted, I got my heart broken.

      So, that same night, I got shit-faced drunk in downtown Nashville. I wept at a wrought iron table in the summer heat. I broke my phone and wiped my eyes, then walked inside and let Hunter Hart help me forget it all.

      Now, he and I are barely friends.

      It’s been a while since I messaged him. Since I sent him a meme or a song request. I’m finally free to talk to him openly without fear of hurting someone else, and I can’t do it.

      My phone vibrates again, so I pull it out.

      Mom: But, for real…did you think of him when you drove through?

      Me: Yes. Yes, of course.
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      The cabin has a caretaker. A twenty-three-year-old girl with long hair and big blue eyes. Her name is Brooklyn, and she reminds me of someone I would be friends with when I was her age; or maybe that’s just wishful thinking. She seems nice, but the people I became friends with so many years ago have proven to me that nice doesn’t save you from knives in backs.

      Brooklyn attends college online when she isn’t taking care of the cabin. While she’s here, she cleans, helps with arranging and preparing meals, and runs errands for guests who are afraid to traverse the winding roads. She told me all of this when she came down to give me a spare set of sheets. I didn’t ask for her life story, but she gave it to me.

      I haven’t ventured out to mingle since my arrival, opting to hide away for the most part. When I do go upstairs, I quietly observe everyone from the fringes.

      I can hear Brooklyn outside now, around the bonfire, laughing. It makes me feel even more lonely in my room. I haven’t laughed like that in so long.

      But there’s still plenty of time for my laugh to return.

      And…maybe my muse.

      During each calendar month, there are four separate writing retreats for various kinds of artists—songwriters, novelists, poets, and screenwriters. I showed up just as the songwriting week began, so naturally, I feel like an intruder. I don’t know anything about songwriting. I blew off my one chance to learn because I couldn’t write with someone I had feelings for.

      Anyway. I’m a novelist. I write of romance and hope—two things I’m not sure I believe in anymore. And I haven’t been able to write a single word since I got here. So I do what I always do before starting a project: I observe. I watch. I listen. And Brooklyn is very talkative, so I can’t help but character-profile her.

      What strikes me most is her ability to cut through bullshit while not alienating people. Her humor is self-deprecating, and though she’s going to school for business, she wants to be a stand-up comedian. Some of the jokes she makes around the fire crack me up. I leave my sliding door open when they’re out there, just so I can hear them.

      I’m turning into a real creep already, but I want to keep clear of everyone—especially Brooklyn. I don’t need anyone looking into me or through me. I don’t want anyone to ask any hard questions, because I don’t have answers yet. But she seems like the type to ask those questions.

      From the looks of the retreating sun and the sound of everyone upstairs, dinner is winding down. I don’t want to join yet—it isn’t required—but I know deep down I need to start socializing with someone. Before I become the Gollum of the cabin, sitting like a weirdo in a corner with my precious notebook.

      I hear a knock on my door, but I ignore it. After a moment, as I continue to look out beyond the sliding glass, a voice comes from the hall.

      “Hey, I just wanted to let you know dinner is almost gone. Better get it while it’s good! We also have ice cream!” It’s Brooklyn. When did she slip inside, away from the fire? She sounds cheerful, as I am quickly learning she always does.

      I don’t want to be an ass so I answer, loud enough for her to hear me. “I’ll be up soon. Thanks.” Shit. Now I have to go up there.

      When I make it upstairs, I feel her eyes on me. It’s uncomfortable, but every time I look at her, she isn’t looking at me, so I blame my paranoia. I don’t want to be seen, so I feel I am being seen.

      My thoughts wander to the last time I met someone and felt like I’d known them forever. I hated my mom for bringing him up today, for making me acknowledge the fact that I’m currently visiting the state in which we met. The truth is, I miss Hunter’s presence in my life.

      Our friendship was shit. It wasn’t real. We both knew that, but the ruse was easier to manage. For a while, anyway. And maybe that’s the truth of why we let it fade into what it is now.

      A flash of memories ripples through me as I make my plate. Lost in the past, on autopilot, I find a spot at the end of a table. The whir of voices around me in the room and outside is background music.

      As I’m about to take a second bite of my green beans, a plate lands next to mine, and Brooklyn smiles as she sits in front of it.

      “Sup.” She clicks her chin up, and I offer a small smile in response. “Are the green beans good?”

      “Yes,” I reply, honestly. I’m not that hungry, but I sample each item in front of me so I appear human.

      She has a book with her—How to Stay Sexy and Not Get Murdered.

      “That’s an interesting title,” I say, nodding at the black and red cover.

      “Do you not listen to My Favorite Murder?”

      “Your favorite what?” I ask, before taking a bite of the mashed potatoes. Damn. They’re good too.

      “My Favorite Murder. It’s a podcast.” She looks at me like I’m an alien for not knowing what she’s talking about.

      “No, never heard of it.” I shrug.

      “You’re missing out. It’s two women, Georgia and Karen, and they talk about murder—famous murders, hometown murders, all of it. I love it. They’re muh girls.”

      “You don’t strike me as the morbid type.” I look at her light hair and blue eyes. At her chosen dress, with sunflowers on it. A cream cardigan covering her shoulders, protecting her from the chilly October weather. She reminds me of Kitty Foreman from That ‘70s Show. A young Kitty Foreman.

      “You gotta have balance. And you gotta have a lot in here that’ll keep you safe.” She points to her head. “Do you know how unsafe it is for a woman in this world? I’m a walking encyclopedia on ways we can die.” She rolls her eyes and laughs at herself.

      I look around at the men in the cabin, then back to her. “Lots of dudes killing women, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “How do you deal with being in a cabin in the woods with a bunch of men?”

      She reaches into the front of her dress, pulling out a small knife that was somewhere hidden with her boobs. “I’m always prepared.”

      I laugh, and it’s my first time doing so since crossing the state line. I knew it. I knew I’d like her. Damnit.

      It’d be so easy to be rude to her; I’m good at that. But, you can’t turn over a new leaf by clinging to old habits.

      So when she asks me if I want to go sit by the fire with her while some of the singers play, I say yes.
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