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        Your well-being and mental health are important to me. This story touches on some themes that may be difficult for some readers. If the topics below are something you feel challenging, please take care of yourself as you decide whether to continue. It's okay to step away or skip parts of the story if you need to. Your comfort and peace come first.
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      My senior year of high school was supposed to be perfect. This was the year to achieve my dreams by having fun, getting accepted to my top choice for college, and hopefully being in a relationship with Lane. Instead, Lane decimated me that year.

      I believed we were on the cusp of something incredible. A lifetime of friendship had grown into something electric, and I thought we were finally ready to embrace it. Lane was my person. I knew all his quirks, his habits, the little things that made him him. As our friendship blurred into flirting, I couldn’t stop myself from dreaming about what came next.

      We were both heading to New York for college—me to Columbia, him to NYU. Sure, the schools were different, but they were close enough that I thought we’d still be us. Everything felt perfect. It was all clicking into place. Until it all fell apart.

      Lane disappeared for a week without explanation, avoiding me like I was a problem he didn’t want to solve. At first, I tried to convince myself he was just busy, that there had to be a reason for the sudden silence. But when Sheera cornered me in the hallway, her voice dripping with smug satisfaction, I learned the truth: Lane had been badmouthing me behind my back, laughing about how I was pining over him while he hung out with his track buddies and “kept his options open.”

      When Lane finally showed up to talk, my anger was volcanic. I was pacing, rehearsing every cutting thing I wanted to say, and then there he was, acting like nothing had happened. “What’s the matter, Pipes?” he asked, feigning concern.

      That question snapped the last thread holding me together.

      “You know, Lane, I always thought you were the nicest person in my life,” I began, my voice shaking. “You were my best friend. And when I fell for you, I thought you were falling for me, too. But I guess I was just a fool.”

      “What are you talking about? What’s going on?” His confusion only stoked my rage.

      “Avoiding me for a week is bad enough, but you didn’t even have the decency to tell me why. Instead, I had to hear from Sheera that you’ve been laughing at me. Laughing at me, Lane! Did you think I wouldn’t find out? Did you think I wouldn’t realize you’re just another asshole who uses people and throws them away when it’s inconvenient?”

      “Piper, I⁠—”

      “No.” I cut him off, shaking my head as tears blurred my vision. “Don’t. Just don’t. Go fuck yourself, Lane. I never want to see or hear from you again.”

      I didn’t wait for a response. I turned and ran as fast as my legs would carry me, my chest burning with betrayal and heartbreak.

      The summer that followed was a blur of heat, tears, and long afternoons where I couldn’t figure out if I was angry, devastated, or just plain numb. My best friends, Bri, and Samuel, became my lifeline. They showed up at my house the day after the fight, armed with snacks, trashy movies, and all the righteous fury I couldn’t summon myself.

      “Alright, Pipes,” Bri announced, tossing her overnight bag onto my bed with dramatic flair. “You’re allowed to wallow for three days, max. After that, we’re doing face masks, and you’re getting back out there. Agreed?”

      I didn’t have the energy to argue. Sam followed her lead, holding up a bag of my favorite pastries like a peace offering. “She’s serious, you know. You can wallow, but we’re not letting you sink.”

      True to their word, they didn’t. For the rest of senior year and the summer, Bri, and Sam dragged me out of my funk every time it threatened to pull me under. Some days, that meant sprawling on Bri’s couch, binge-watching Buffy the Vampire Slayer while she narrated every scene like a sports commentator. Other days, it meant Sam hauling me out of bed for early morning hikes, claiming fresh air would “reset my chakras,” even though neither of us believed in chakras.

      We spent entire afternoons at the bookstore, sipping iced lattes and coming up with ridiculous challenges—like how many romance novels we could stack before the tower fell or who could find the weirdest book title in the store. Bri orchestrated “Piper Nights,” evenings dedicated to distracting me from my heartbreak. One night, we went roller skating under glittering disco lights, Sam attempting—and failing—an impressive spin move. Another night, we stayed up until 3 a.m., crafting a playlist of songs for crying sessions and dance parties in the kitchen.

      But for all their efforts, the quiet moments still hit the hardest. Late at night, I’d lie in bed replaying that awful fight with Lane in my head, wondering how years of friendship had unraveled in minutes.

      By August, though, the knots in my chest loosened just enough for me to breathe without shattering. Bri and Sam were relentless in reminding me of the future waiting for me at Columbia.

      “New York City, Pipes,” Sam said one night as we sat on my porch, eating ice cream straight out of the cartons. “You’re about to be living the dream—skyscrapers, magical pizza, and, let’s not forget, cute college guys who aren’t assholes named Lane.”

      Bri grinned, holding up her spoon in a toast. “To new beginnings!”

      I smiled, clinking my spoon against hers. “To new beginnings.”

      I hadn't fully healed when I packed my bags for Columbia. Heartbreak doesn’t work that way. But thanks to Bri, Sam, and a summer filled with love and laughter, I was ready to take that first step forward.
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        Fifteen years later…

      

      

      
      The Christmas season had turned out to be a cataclysmic fuck storm—one catastrophe after another—and I was barely keeping afloat. A mountainous stack of holiday orders loomed over me. Great for business, sure, but suffocating all the same. November used to be my prep month for December; now it was as chaotic as the holidays themselves. October? Forget about enjoying crisp air and pumpkins. That was my new prep month, eaten alive by spreadsheets and stocking lists. This year, my bookstore, Bennett’s Books, was busier than ever. Online orders poured in by the minute, and the shop itself saw a steady flow of customers.

      I’d even managed to rent out all five studio apartments above the store on HomeBnB for the entire New Year—a first. I should’ve been thrilled. After all, things were going well, and everyone expected me to be jumping for joy. Business was booming and I was raking in more money than ever before. Christmas cheer surrounded me at every turn.

      But I couldn’t feel any of it.

      Not this year. This year was a freight train of misery that had smashed into my life and dragged me, screaming, through hell.

      Bennett’s Books had always been my heart and soul, my haven. My grandpa built it for my grandma—a gift for her insatiable love of books and the adventures they brought her. A romantic at heart, he created a bookstore where she could live in the stories she adored. It was their shared dream, later passed down to my dad.

      For him, Bennett’s Books was more than a livelihood; it was his passion, his third love. First came my mom. Then me. My dad and I spent countless hours wandering its shelves, reading aloud from our favorite novels, sipping hot cocoa from my mom’s coffee shop two doors down. Our lives—our memories—were woven into the walls of that store.

      I had it all back then. A loving family. My goofy Newfie, Sasha. And Greg, my boyfriend of eight years. We’d met in grad school—me pursuing an MFA, him chasing a law degree. We returned to Pine Hills to build a life together. I’d been ready for the next steps: a home, maybe even kids. Life was perfect.

      Until it wasn’t.

      In January, my mom was diagnosed with breast cancer. It was a gut punch to our family, but we rallied around her, fighting for her health. Trips to New York City for treatments became routine. In July, my parents made one such trip a mini-vacation—a Broadway show, dinner out, an attempt to lift her spirits.

      But it didn’t go as planned.

      That night, after the show, my dad started feeling unwell. My mother acted fast and decided they needed to go to urgent care. Once they stepped into the elevator, he collapsed while clutching his chest. A heart attack. By the time the doors opened, he was gone.

      Just like that, my dad was dead, leaving a gaping black hole where he should’ve been. Losing him shattered me, my mom, my grandparents—our entire world. Grief swallowed my mom whole. She lost her will to fight the cancer, retreating into herself while I scrambled to hold everything together: her care, the family businesses, the endless logistics that follow a death. The summer blurred into exhaustion and despair.

      By October, I clawed my way out of the fog and threw myself into preparing for the holidays. The bookstore demanded my attention, and my grandpa—grieving in his own suppressed way—leaned on me more than ever. Together, we propped each other up as best we could.

      Then Greg dealt me another blow by deciding that he couldn’t handle it anymore.

      According to him, I’d “changed too much” after my dad’s death. He didn’t “blame me” but said he couldn’t live in my grief bubble. A breakup was devastating enough. But then I discovered the real reason behind it: Greg had been cheating on me since February with another lawyer he’d met at a Vegas conference. I found out through a sext that popped up on my iPad—still synced to his account. Katrina. That was her name. Their text history told me everything I needed to know.

      That betrayal broke me.

      I spiraled. I hated myself for being blind, for letting my life unravel in every way. The year

      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        A Note To My Readers
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        1. Piper
      


      		
        2. Piper
      


      		
        3. Lane
      


      		
        4. Piper
      


      		
        5. Lane
      


      		
        6. Piper
      


      		
        7. Lane
      


      		
        8. Piper
      


      		
        9. Lane
      


      		
        10. Piper
      


      		
        11. Lane
      


      		
        12. Piper
      


      		
        13. Lane
      


      		
        14. Piper
      


      		
        15. Piper
      


      		
        16. Lane
      


      		
        17. Piper
      


      		
        18. Epilogue: Lane
      


      		
        19. Bonus Chapter
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        Also by Laramie Cummings
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		Also by Laramie Cummings


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/laramie-cummings_ebook.jpg
Secend
Chonce

Chrictimo

PINE HILLS SERIES







OEBPS/images/wyde-open-pages.jpg







