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        To that guy in the coffeehouse in Amsterdam who told me eating half a bonbon would be fine.

      

      

      

      
        
        It was not.

      

      

      

      
        
        At least I got a good story out of it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT RIESLING WITH MY ROOMMATE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chris Rächer: brooding recluse, a member of Europe’s hottest band, and . . . my new roommate.

      

      I’ve pinched too many pennies. I’m in a foreign country, desperate for a decent place to live to stay close to my daughter. 

      

      Enter my hero: Chris offers me a room at his house. Turns out, he’s a goth-punk musician who’s just launched into super-stardom and is striving to write the band’s next hit.

      

      I’m struggling to pay the bills by teaching yoga while trying to navigate living with a grumpy heartthrob. 

      

      His gravelly voice and tortured-artist vibes shouldn’t be so sexy, but as the temperature drops outside, things heat up inside. 

      

      He may not treat his body like a temple, but he worships mine. 

      

      Our lives are complete opposites, and a widowed mom like me has no place in his. This can only end in heartbreak.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TO CONCERNED READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book includes a widowed female main character. There are discussions about the death of her husband and the death of the male main character’s mother, both from cancer, prior to the start of the book. There are drug (marijuana) and alcohol use on page, and off-page use of various hard drugs. The male main character smokes cigarettes (until he gives it up, because it’s gross, of course). There are multiple explicit, on-page sex scenes (because that’s how I roll).
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      Sara

      I will not panic. I am healthy and safe and comfortable.

      For now.

      I sip my steaming tea and close my eyes, taking an enormous inhale, holding it, and then slowly and steadily releasing it. It’s not working super well because there’s still a moderate buzz of anxiety in my head.

      I pick up my phone and open the screen to the photos of my new apartment I had taken less than half an hour ago. With each swipe, I lose my cool even more.

      Mushrooms growing out of the drywall. Swipe. A bathroom that’s not sparkling white like the listing photo but is, instead, grimy and old. Swipe. The inside of the filthy refrigerator.

      I can’t swipe anymore. I think a good, solid panicking is in order.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sara

      

      
        I HAVE A FUNGUS EMERGENCY.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Actually, it’s an entire apartment emergency!!!! HELP!

      

      

      

      

      

      My messages shoot off via WhatsApp to my three best friends: Tessa, Emma, and Jade. The four of us moved to Europe for a year of chasing our dreams and, in my case, staying close to my daughter while she studies abroad.

      Unfortunately, that year is not starting well. I helped my daughter, Zoe, move into her apartment in Munich, which was even worse than when I dropped her off at college at the start of her freshman year. She’s the one who suggested we both follow my best friends to Europe, and I’m so proud of her for taking a huge leap. While Zoe was excited, she was also nervous and clingy, which made it hard to say goodbye.

      Thank god I flew to Paris for a weekend with my best friends after that. It was two days full of French pastries, dancing in nightclubs, and walking past amazing landmarks like the Eiffel Tower and the Seine River. We’re going to meet up every month for a weekend in a new city.

      Then I went back to Munich, checked in on Zoe one more time, and was relieved to find her happy and settled in.

      Things aren’t looking so great now. The cute little house that I rented in Baden-Baden, a German spa town, is not living up to its promises.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        I’m here! What’s your emergency?

      

      

      

      

      

      Relief washes over me, and I’m so glad I have someone to talk to. Jade is at work in her new office in Madrid, and Emma, who’s living with Jade for a month, is out sightseeing. Tessa, on the other hand, is in Tavira, a coastal town in The Algarve of Portugal that’s popular with tourists and expats. She’s just moved into her new apartment too, but she works remotely, so I had hoped that she would be free to talk.

      I respond with pictures that are worth a million words. When the three dots pop up, telling me Tessa is typing a response, I click the video icon and put my headphones on.

      She answers right away, her face filling the screen as she puts her earbuds in. Tessa’s forty-two, one year younger than me, but it’s hard to tell because her golden hair hides her gray ones, and her heart-shaped face and fair skin are smooth and perfectly made up. She’s pulled her hair back to reveal simple diamond earrings and her earbuds in place.

      “Hey,” Tessa says and then frowns at me. “Where are you?”

      “I’m at a café,” I say and sniff. Just the sight of Tessa’s familiar face is making me well up. I know I’m having a crappy day when even seeing a friend digitally is emotionally triggering. I focus on the real problem: where am I going to live? “My apartment is horrible. Horrible, Tessa! There’s a huge water stain on the ceiling, and the bedrooms are much smaller than I thought. And the mushrooms! Tessa! I can’t live with mushrooms in my bathroom. I like to eat them, not live with them!”

      “What happened to the apartment you were going to rent?”

      “That was the apartment. Or, at least, I’m pretty sure it is. It’s definitely the same outside picture on the listing, and I spent a good fifteen minutes trying to compare the interior photos to reality and then another ten minutes arguing with the landlord, who conveniently doesn’t speak English. It’s much harder to argue in German when you don’t know German.” I highly suspect that my landlord does speak English, and he’s just being horrible.

      Behind Tessa, I can see the trappings of her new apartment, which we got a video tour of a couple nights ago. I hear something in the background, and Tessa moves. A door opens, and another voice joins her.

      “Hey, Sara, Luc’s here,” Tessa says. She turns to Luc, and I can see the edge of his face and his ruffled brown hair. To Luc, she says, “Sara’s having a crisis.”

      Luc and Tessa met last weekend in Paris and hit it off. Technically, he’s her fake fiancé, but they’re so cute together, and now he’s visiting her in Portugal, so we have our suspicions that things aren’t as fake as Tessa claims. He’s white, French, and too charming for his own good.

      While Tessa and Luc move around her apartment—it looks like Luc brought groceries—I discreetly blow my nose with the tissue I stuffed in my pocket earlier. “Am I interrupting your date?” I ask.

      Tessa looks at him, and then Luc looks back at me sympathetically. “Put her on speaker phone,” he suggests.

      Tessa does, and I catch Luc up, and Tessa shows him the photos. Luc grimaces. “That does not look good.”

      “Right?” His sympathy encourages me to keep the rant going. “The Wi-Fi is supposed to be good, but I tried to video chat with Zoe, and it was laggy. That’s why I’m at this café. That and I had to get out of there. It smells. I’m pretty sure there’s meat juice coagulated into the grooves of the refrigerator. I can’t sleep there, much less do yoga or eat. How am I supposed to film my video for Wednesday?” I hear a strangled cough that doesn’t come from Tessa or Luc, and I glance up.

      The lone patron of the café darts his eyes away from me and tries to cover his laughter with another cough.

      Seriously? I’m having a terrible day, and this guy thinks it’s funny that my new apartment is a HazMat zone? My eyes well up, and I’m horrified and humiliated all at once. “Oh, you think this is funny?” I snap at the man.

      “What? No! I’m not laughing,” Tessa says in my ear.

      The guy’s face falls. “No, no, I’m sorry,” he says, waving his hands and coming to his feet. His blonde hair is pulled back into a bun at the nape of his neck. He’s got a thick accent, too, definitely German. “It’s just . . . I might have a place for you to stay.”

      “Sara, who is that?” Tessa’s voice in my ear pulls me back to my phone. Luc and Tessa both crowd the screen, staring at me in concern.

      My gaze flicks back up to the man now standing in front of me. “He’s another patron of the café, and he might have a place for me to stay. Tessa, can I call you back?”

      “I want a call or text within the next ten minutes,” she says sternly, and I quickly agree and blow her a kiss before hanging up. Removing my headphones from my ears, I tuck them away and give the guy my full attention.

      “If your apartment is terrible,” he says, “Germany has a lot of protections for tenant rights. You should be able to file a complaint and get your money back.”

      That’s only one part of the problem. I’d booked this apartment months ago, and finding another two-month lease at the last minute was going to be expensive. Plus, I also needed a place to stay right now.

      “Well, that’s good to know,” I respond. At least this guy is being helpful. “But I don’t have a lawyer. Or a grasp of legalese in German. Or a place to live.” Each point makes me slump a bit more. I knew I was biting off more than I could chew. What was I thinking, deciding to take a risk—financially and personally—to up my life and move halfway around the world?

      “I can help you with that.”

      Oh, right. I search his face for signs that he’s teasing me or joking, but I don’t see any. In fact, he’s dead serious, almost frowning, which does nothing to dampen how attractive he is.

      “I have a house,” he continues. “I can let you stay in it at the same rate you’d pay for that other place.”

      I look this guy up and down. I wear very casual clothes—I’m a yoga instructor, so my life is mostly yoga pants and sports bras and tank tops. This guy has a similar dress ethos of comfort over appearance because he’s wearing thin cotton pants and a long-sleeve T-shirt of a band I’ve never heard of.

      “I’m Chris,” he says, offering me his hand. He doesn’t smile, and neither do I while I shake it. He looms over me, with wide shoulders and at least a few inches on my height.

      “You have a house?” I prompt.

      He crosses his arms on his chest and steps back to lean on the table next to me instead of towering over me. “You’d have your own space, but it’s out of town⁠—”

      “Wait, wait, I’m sorry. You said you have a house. You mean your house? Where I would live? With you?”

      “I’m a good roommate. I work from the house, but I have a room for my office, and I’d keep to myself. I’m a nice guy, I promise.” His voice is kind, but his frown says that while he may be nice, he’s also not overly friendly.

      “They all say that,” I say faintly. “Especially the murderers.”

      “Well, I’m not a murderer,” he continues. “But seriously, it’s better than mushrooms, right?”

      Is this a German thing? Are people that nice here? I feel like back in the US, if someone heard a grown woman crying over toilet mushrooms and shitty Wi-Fi, people would roll their eyes and think that it’s not their problem.

      Hell, I would do that.

      So how do I politely tell a stranger—maybe a murderer, maybe not—that I don’t want to live with them?

      “You might be a good roommate, but what makes you think I am?” The words spill out, and I tick off my fingers with each point. “I’m vegan. I do yoga. My friends are coming to visit next month. And my daughter is living in Munich and is going to visit me. A lot.”

      “That’s okay,” he says, a flicker of bemusement in his eyes.

      “I don’t speak German. I have a lot of hair products. And clothes.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re trying to make up reasons to say no. But I will admit I’m intrigued by the hair products.”

      With a glance at his bun, I’m not surprised.

      “I can’t afford to pay rent since . . . well, since I’ve already paid rent, and I don’t know when and if I’ll get that money back.”

      “You will. How about this,” he says, leaning forward, placing both forearms on the table, getting close to my face and even more serious. “You can take a picture of me. I’ll give you my address, a photo of my driver’s license, whatever you think you’ll need. Go back to the place you’ve rented, stare at the mushrooms for a bit, and then when you realize you definitely have to take my offer, call me.”

      He is so confident that I’ll give in, I almost decline completely. But what’s the harm in taking his information, just in case?

      I scoop up the phone and turn the camera around, taking a selfie with Chris. I grin because . . . well, because that’s what you do.

      Chris does not smile.

      “The least you could do is smile,” I tell him crossly. “You look like a murderer.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” he says, pulling out his wallet and shuffling around until he finds a license, and holds it up to me. “This is me.”

      I take a picture, but the address is in London, so I have to write his local address and his phone number.

      Chris has long, callused fingers, and the nail beds are darkened with something black—nail polish? Ink? I’m not sure.

      I tap on the finger holding his ID. “What’s that?”

      He flexes his hand, following my gaze. “Ink. I was drawing earlier.”

      That leads to a dozen more questions, just further enforcing that I know nothing about this man.

      “If one of my friends were telling me this story, I would tell them to run the hell away,” I grumble.

      “But,” Chris says, “what would your friends tell you to do? Maybe you’re the overly cautious one in your group, and you need to live a little.”

      I ignore that because . . .  well, he’s pretty goddamn accurate. Maybe I am overly cautious, but since my husband, Kit, died seventeen years ago, if I wasn’t cautious, my daughter would become an orphan. Yes, she’s grown up now, but she still needs me. I pay her tuition, and aside from my in-laws, who still live in Argentina where my late husband grew up, Zoe has no other family—except for her three “cool aunts.”

      I would do anything for my daughter, including upend my entire life. Over the last few months, I got a passport, put my stuff in storage, rented out my house, quit my job, and traveled all the way here to Baden-Baden.

      As for my friends, Jade would tell me he’s cute, and I should sleep with him. Tessa, who is probably the most reasonable of the group, would tell me it’s better than staying in my cottage and I can always leave tomorrow.

      Emma, mother of three, gets it, though. She’d probably be just as cautious as I am.

      “I’m not going to call you,” I tell Chris instead of answering. “Probably. I’ll figure something else out. I’m still quite certain only serial killers offer to house strange women out of the blue.”

      “Serial killers and perverts,” he agrees amiably. Then he raps his knuckles on the table. “Call me when you change your mind.”

      I watch him walk away, tapping my fingernail on the tabletop. He’s got a swimmer’s build, those big shoulders that loomed earlier tapering down to a trim waist.

      Hm. Cute butt, too.

      When he disappears out of sight, I weigh my options.

      This move was supposed to be an adventurous, try-anything, dream-big year for Zoe and me. I quit my job teaching yoga in the suburbs of Austin, Texas, to focus on offering classes and private sessions online. I wasn’t starting from scratch, as I’d been posting videos with Zoe’s help for two years, but my income took a significant hit.

      For the first time, I wonder if this is all too much. It would be easier to go back home.

      I’d struggled from the start with the logistics of this trip.

      Jade, the first of us to decide to move abroad, had gotten an opportunity through her job as a chemist to work in Madrid for a year.

      After getting dumped by her long-term boyfriend, Tessa got a digital nomad visa for Portugal where she could live as an expat and work for her magazine from home.

      Recently divorced with three grown kids, Emma wanted to get her MBA. With the encouragement of her kids and us, she found a program in Rome that coordinated her visa and housing.

      Zoe, inspired by listening to Aunt Jade’s stories of traveling her whole life, got accepted to the architecture school’s study abroad program, and the university in Munich made the arrangements.

      I was the last one to make plans. I wanted to be near Zoe, but German visas and the rules of Schengen are complicated.

      And now I have an apartment situation.

      I could just forget it all and go home, but I’d miss a lot. I’d miss getting together every month in a new city with my friends. The yoga studio back home could only get me so far—I was limited by the hours I could teach and the number of students for each session. Sure, I was taking a hit financially now, but when my business gets rolling, I’ll be able to make more money and help Zoe chip away at student loans.

      I down the rest of my now-cool tea and stand, throwing my tote over my shoulder. I pick up my phone and text my friends.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sara

      

      
        I’m fine. I’m headed back to the (shitty) apartment. I’m going to look at listings. Tessa, have a great date with Luc, and we can talk in the morning.

      

      

      

      

      

      What would I be teaching my daughter if I just gave up, anyway? The lesson hiding in this is to make the best of any situation and stand on your own two feet. That’s what I did when her dad died, and that’s what I’ll do now.

      How bad can a little fungus be?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The fungus is the least of my problems.

      After returning to my apartment with a renewed focus, I find basic cleaning supplies and scrub until my back aches. I unpack, order a vegan meal from a delivery service, and eat dinner.

      As soon as I roll out my yoga mat for an evening meditation, a heavy bass and screaming lyrics start up next door.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I grumble.

      I sit for no more than ten seconds before I realize there’s no way I can practice mindfulness here. My resolve crumbling, I pick up my phone and send Chris’s information—address, selfie, photo of his driver’s license—to my friends.

      
        
          
            
              
        Jade

      

      
        Um, Sara, who are you stalking?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        This guy, Chris, has a room for me to rent.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Wait, what happened to your apartment?

      

      

      

      

      

      I fill Jade, and eventually Emma, in on the fungus-and-mold situation. Together, we weigh the pros and cons of the apartment and debate stranger danger versus the kindness of humanity.

      
        
          
            
              
        Tessa

      

      
        What do we know about this guy?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        I searched online, but his name is common, so the results are mostly about an MP in Britain’s Parliament and a goth-punk rock star.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Wait, how was your date with Luc? Is he still there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        It was great. He’s back at his hotel.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Did your date end with a bang?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        Jade, focus. Sara’s housing crisis.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Jade

      

      
        Yes, right, sorry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        I can’t believe I’m doing this, but I’m taking Chris up on it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        Are you sure? I know odds are tiny that he would hurt you, but still. Is it worth the risk? You could just come here.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Jade’s brushing her teeth right now, but she says there’s room, and she’d love to have you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But she’s also asking if Chris is as cute in person as in the pictures.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        WHICH IS NOT A FACTOR.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Tessa

      

      
        It’s going to be fine. Just keep us up to date.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        If anything feels off, dial 112 first.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Sara

      

      
        Did you just look up the 911 equivalent for Germany?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emma

      

      
        Well, I wasn’t sure if it was the same in every European country.

      

      

      

      

      

      A dot of white flutters past my eye. I glance up to see that the ceiling is flaking with every beat of the bass. I scrub my hands over my face and navigate to Chris’s contact info.

      Staying with a stranger has got to be better than this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Chris

      Offering a random woman a place to live certainly is unusual, but with my bandmates' voices echoing in my head, it seemed like the right thing to do.

      Just this morning, I’d talked to Ram, complaining about writer’s block. Actually, I hadn’t complained about writer’s block, per se; I’d complained about everything but writer’s block.

      My place was too quiet.

      The summer had been too short.

      Really fucking inane shit.

      But of course, Ram had asked how the writing was coming along, and I had avoided the fact that I hadn’t written anything. The words weren’t there; the music wasn’t there.

      Going stir-crazy, I ventured out of my house to find something different from the quiet emptiness of the mansion. Then I had stumbled upon a gorgeous American woman, clearly just trying to pull herself together.

      It seemed like fate that I had a giant fucking house that was too quiet, and she needed a place to stay.

      I’d even felt a thrill of excitement when she didn’t recognize me at the café. That rarely happens now, even though we perform in stage costumes and makeup. The barista had complimented my music and asked for my signature, but I don’t think the American was paying the least bit of attention to us.

      Fuck, I didn’t even get her name.

      Now it’s ten o’clock at night. My house is depressingly quiet, and I’m rattling through the rooms.

      If the media could see me now. See? Rock stars aren’t all sex, drugs, and rock ‘n’ roll.

      Erm. Well, not all of the time.

      I’m staring out into the back patio when the phone rings. The number’s unknown, and I don’t usually answer those, but I’ve been obsessing over the woman from the café today, and so I press the green button. “Hallo?”

      I’m hit with a very surreal moment where my own voice is blaring on the other side of the call. I’m singing backup, and I hear Ram’s drumming, too, and the wail of June’s bass.

      I also hear someone grumbling, and then a door slams shut, and the music quiets.

      “Chris?” comes a tentative voice, feminine and American, with a hint of an accent that I think is Southern.

      “Hey,” I say gruffly.

      “Did I wake you?”

      I nearly snort but rein in my amusement. “No.”

      There’s a beat of silence. “My neighbors like to play loud, terrible punk rock music, apparently.”

      The irony settles in deep, and I try to keep my voice neutral. “Are you going to take me up on my offer, then?”

      Another beat of a pause. “Just for a few days. Until I figure something else out.”

      “Where are you?” I ask. “I’ll come pick you up.”

      She rattles off an address as I type it into my phone. “I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” I tell her and hang up.

      Half an hour later, I park in front of a small cottage. The party next door is in full swing—not one of my songs this time, thankfully—and I pull my hat farther down my head.

      She must have been watching for me because the door opens, the lights inside go out, and she struggles down the walkway with two large rolling bags.

      I hop out of the car and come around to help her. She hesitates when she sees me and peers at my face. “Chris?”

      “Yeah, it’s me.” I don’t want to explain that I’m hoping not to be recognized. I take one handle from her and roll the suitcase out and lift it into the boot. I grab the second one and load it up, too, while she climbs into the car.

      I get in the driver’s seat and glance over, expecting her to be sitting in the passenger side, but she’s not there.

      She’s in the backseat.

      Like I’m a hired driver.

      When I meet her eyes in the rearview mirror, I keep my face as stern as possible to not laugh, and she glances away quickly.

      The drive is quiet until the houses start to thin, and she breaks the silence.

      “I sent my friends your ID and photo.”

      “Good.”

      “Do you even know my name?” she asks.

      “No.”

      She lets that digest for a minute. “You don’t know my name.”

      “That is correct.”

      There’s a pause.

      “What if I’m the murderer?”

      I’m so surprised I cough, and she huffs indignantly behind me. “Women can be murderers.”

      “I know.”

      “And you aren’t worried about your own safety at all?”

      I don’t know if it’s that she’s American or something else, but her no-holds-barred teasing is refreshing. It reminds me of the way the rest of the band and I are together. “Okay, let’s say you are a murderer. Maybe I should pull over and take a picture of your ID.”

      “A little late for that.”

      “True. I’m in a confined space with a murderer who refuses to tell me her name.”

      She gasps, but a glance in the mirror shows that she’s fighting a smile. “I am not refusing; you never asked!”

      “Okay.” I peer at her. “What’s your name?”

      “That’s better. It’s Sara. Sara Wallace.”

      I pull my phone out of my pocket and press the voice-to-text icon, keeping my eyes on the road. I’ve barely seen a dozen cars since we left Sara’s place, but you never know with these dark roads. I speak slowly and enunciate. “If I die, look for Sara Wallace. She’s American, vegan, yogi, and on holiday.”

      With a tap, I sent the message to our band manager, Marcus, and put my phone back in the center console.

      “That should be enough for my friends to avenge my death,” I tell her.

      The side of her mouth quirks up.

      “So, Sara the vegan yoga instructor. How long have you been in Baden-Baden?”

      “Just today,” she says, sighing and looking out the window.

      She watches the forest roll by, and I let the silence fall over us. It’s dark, and we’ve made our way out of town now, the houses becoming sparse and the land wooded. Sara stifles a few yawns.

      When I make the turn into the driveway, Sara sits up. The lights from the house shine brightly on her face, enough that I can see her eyes narrowing and focusing on the building.

      “This is your place?” she asks.

      “Yeah,” I say. I can imagine what she’s thinking as we approach. The landscaping is uplit, the shades are all open, and the lights are on inside. It’s like a beacon in the Black Forest.

      I pull into the covered entrance and park. When I look over at Sara, her mouth is open, eyes wide, taking everything in.

      Wordlessly, she gets out and stares at the house. I unload the luggage, having a flashback to when I had to lug my own gear around with the band.

      I wheel one of the bags over to her and offer her the handle.

      “Sara?” I ask when she doesn’t notice.

      She glances at me, her eyebrows knitted together in confusion. “You’re renting me a room in this house?” she repeats.

      “Yes.”

      “For the same rate as that shitty apartment in town?”

      “Yes.”

      She says nothing but turns back to look at the house. I stand next to her quietly until she whispers, “It’s like in The Holiday.”

      “What?”

      “You know, the movie with Kate Winslet and Cameron Diaz. I guess, in this scenario, I’m Kate Winslet discovering the house she’s swapped for in LA.”

      “Come on, Kate,” I say. “I’ll show you your room.”

      Sara follows, gaping at everything. I don’t bother with a tour, figuring she’ll want to look more thoroughly tomorrow, but for now, the bedroom is the most important part.

      “Here’s your room,” I say, pushing the door open. Like every room in the house, it’s clean, the bed freshly made for guests. I’m not sure who Marcus expected to sleep in these rooms when he booked the house for me—my bandmates?—but I’m glad to have the space.

      “The bathroom is in here.” I point at the cracked-open door on the side wall.

      “This is my room?” Sara asks, pointing at her feet, which are barely inside the door frame.

      “Yes.”

      “This is where I’m sleeping tonight?”

      “Yes. Would you like to take a flying leap onto the bed?”

      She cuts her eyes at me. “So you have seen it?” I can see the wheels turning in her head, and I can tell that she wants to. But she shakes her head. “No, I’m good.”

      “All right then. Sleep well. I’ll see you tomorrow, and we can get the rest sorted out.”

      The door is nearly closed when Sara whirls toward me. “Wait. Chris?”

      “Yes?” I say, pausing.

      “Danke.” Her pronunciation is atrocious, but she tries, and the grin that accompanies her words makes up for it.

      I nod. “Bitte.”

      The door clicks closed behind me, and I stand in the hall for a moment, waiting until I hear a girlish squeal and the foomph of a belly flop onto the bed.
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      Sara

      This might be the best bed I’ve ever slept on. Unlike Kate Winslet, though, I’m already used to the time difference, and I don’t need any blackout curtains—when I wake up, chipper and ready to start my day, it’s still dark outside.

      Yesterday, when I’d met my landlord, and he’d shown me the cottage I’d rented, I had deflated like a sad balloon. But now, in this beautiful guest bedroom, things are looking way, way up, and my spirits lift too.

      I check my messages. After Chris had left me to settle in, I’d messaged Zoe.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sara

      

      
        Change of plans for my accommodations. Here’s my new address.

      

      

      

      

      

      I haven’t gotten a response from her yet.

      I have new messages from my girlfriends. We’d texted last night through the ride to Chris’s house, and I had told them briefly about my new room.

      There are tassels and decorative pillows, and as I pointed out to my friends, Chris hadn’t seemed like the fancy duvet kind of guy.

      Tessa had suggested that maybe he was married. Which, yikes. I hadn’t even thought of that.

      The house, or what I saw of it, is nothing like what I expected. It’s huge. A mansion. A professional decorated this room—or a wife did.

      Chris was hard to get a read on. Despite his deadpan demeanor, I got the sense last night that he found me amusing, but it was very subtle.

      The metaphorical wrench of the shitty apartment has negated any plans I had for the day, so I dress in comfortable clothing and tiptoe down the hallway, wondering which room is Chris’s. I refrain from opening doors and poking my head inside, figuring that walking in on my new roommate would definitely be improper behavior. Though, who am I to know proper roommate behavior? I haven’t ever lived with anyone who didn’t already love me.

      A grandfather clock ticks in the foyer as I make my way down the stairs. The decor is beautiful but stuffy. The furniture is mostly button-back dark leather, and the floors are light wood parquet. Exposed beams run along the ceiling of the great room. I wonder why Chris lives here. After realizing that my bedroom door had a deadbolt on it, I thought maybe this was a rental, and the rest of the house looks that way, too. It doesn’t seem like his style, though I remind myself that I really don’t know him at all. He seems more artistic than this stuffy place, and I’d imagined him in a modern, white, and tidy space.

      My breath catches as I turn the corner and find the main living area. Dead ahead are large windows, showing a gray, pre-dawn landscape that will be stunning later. On the left is a family room, a large TV and couches surrounding it, a fireplace integrated into the support beams, the same dark wood as the ceiling.

      On the right is my dream kitchen. It’s huge, with gleaming white marble. An island counter separates it from the great room, with hanging pots above it. I step into the space and see that everything is top of the line, from the copper pans to the pot-filler faucet above the stove to the refrigerator.

      I throw my hands out and spin around the kitchen space, Julie Andrews-style. Forget girls in white dresses with blue satin sashes and brown paper packages tied up with string. This kitchen is my new favorite thing.

      The cottage I’d picked out claimed “well-stocked kitchen” in the ad. Well-stocked, my ass. It didn’t even have a blender.

      I open every cabinet in this kitchen and squeal with delight at each new item I discover. Immersion blender? Check. Food processor? Check. There are even some things that are foreign to me. I don’t know their purpose or how to use them, but I’ll learn.

      Giddy, I throw open the doors of the double-wide, stainless-steel refrigerator and gasp in shock. Sad condiments, leftover containers, and a carton of milk stare back at me.

      I tsk to myself. Such a waste to have a kitchen like this and not have it stocked with wonderful food.

      I open the freezer, and it’s like a flashback to twenty years ago. Frozen pizzas and French fries and comfort-food snacks sit on the shelves. Just the kind of stuff I used to rely on to survive when Zoe was little and before Kit died.

      The pantry fares a little better, but not much. Neatly organized staples line the shelves, mixed with bags of chips and cookies.

      At the far side of the kitchen is a small breakfast nook, and on the other side of that, a backdoor leads out to the porch. On the table is the first sign of Chris—or any personal effects of his: a laptop, a few pads of paper with scribbles on them, and dishes with crumbs. I carefully tug a loose sheet of paper out from one of the notebooks. It’s an abstract drawing, and I turn it this way and that to try to figure out if it reminds me of anything.

      I poke through a few more papers. There’s writing too—sometimes in English, but mostly in German. The English words feel like poetry, when I can read Chris’s terrible handwriting.

      But mostly there’s art. Sketches, geometric patterns, shaded shapes. He’s an artist.

      And I’m snooping. I jerk myself back to reality and routine. I locate a kettle and heat water, darting upstairs for the satchels of green tea I brought.

      Within a few minutes, I have a mug of tea warming my hands, and step out onto the deck. My eyes widen as I take in the scenery. From the windows, I could barely see anything, but now that the sky is getting lighter, the details reveal themselves; there is a gazebo to one side with a stone fireplace, seating for at least twenty, and a hot tub. Beyond the luxurious patio stretches trees and mountains as far as the eye can see.

      I sip my tea while I take in the view and pick out the best spot to practice yoga on the deck. Once my tea is gone, I return inside to make breakfast. There’s a thick, crusty, rustic loaf of bread in the back of the freezer that I toast and drizzle with olive oil. Not ideal, but it’ll hold me.

      I definitely have to ask Chris to take me to town for some food—assuming I stay, of course.

      Then I retrace my steps up to my room, retrieve my yoga mat, and settle down on the deck for some practice.
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        * * *

      

      I thought Chris would be up by the time my ninety-minute practice was done, but all was still quiet. I shower and settle into an upholstered chair in the great room with a John Green novel until my phone rings next to me. The morning has flown by—it’s one p.m. in Spain, time for Jade’s lunch break and a chat.

      We don’t talk every day, but with Tessa and I moving to our respective cities and Emma staying with Jade, there’s a lot to catch up on.

      I leave my book behind and run as quietly as I can to the
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