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To my favorite Hamiltonian, Kath: When I write the parts I hope are funny, it’s your laugh I hear in my head.




CHAPTER 1
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“SO, ARE WE solving the day’s problems with sugar or alcohol?”

It’s a great question. The same one I’ve been debating for the last eighteen minutes, standing on the exact spot on the sidewalk that is equidistant from the front door of Nana’s Old-Fashioned Doughnuts and the liquor store.

“You look better today.” My older sister, Kiersten, tucks a strand of strawberry-blond hair behind my ear. I’d argue that the hair wasn’t out of place, seeing as the best I could do this morning was an intentionally messy bun, but Kierst is used to acting like a mama hen, given our ten-year age difference.

“I feel good,” I lie. She knows it, I know it. But to be fair, today, I’m showered, dressed, and wearing clean underwear, a significant improvement from the last three stinky, wallowy, underwear-optional weeks.

“I think Nana’s is probably the right life choice.” I step toward the clear glass door of the doughnut shop. Kiersten follows behind me. As the door swings open, we are blasted with the sweet scent of sugar and yeast and happiness. Yes. This is the exact type of comfort I need.

We take our place in line behind a handful of other hungry Hamiltonians who have excellent taste in morning pastries and eye the double-wide glass case hosting dozens of artisanal doughnuts handcrafted with Nana’s love.

“What are you getting?” Kiersten nudges me with her elbow as her eyes lock onto a row of Coconut Dreams. Her question is more of a formality. A Wilde sister ritual. To say we come here often is an understatement. A gross understatement.

“Half a dozen Classic Fritters,” I tell both Kierst and the little old lady working the cash register, who is not the real Nana. It’s my order. The one I give every Saturday morning when we meet for our weekly walk-and-talks, or on a random July Monday when my life has fallen apart.

Beside me, my sister sighs.

“You could branch out, you know.” She points to a pink-frosted doughnut. “That one says Wine and Sunshine. Try it with me? I’m conducting serious doughnut research.”

She looks over at me with a hopeful raise of her brows. Still, I shake my head and take my doughnut box from the cashier, who gives me a polite smile before reaching for another box and filling it with Kiersten’s signature order of Surprise me.

The cashier hands the box to Kiersten, who doesn’t even bother to wait until we’ve paid to bite into a dark-pink one and moan. “Oh sweet baby J, this thing is better than an orgasm. You have to try a bite.” She holds the cream-filled confection up to my mouth.

“I’m good.” I hold up my doughnut box. “Team fritter, remember?”

She takes another big bite and, after yet another head-turning moan, rolls her eyes overdramatically. “I would never knock Nana’s fritters. But aren’t you ever worried you’re missing out on something incredible?”

I’m not.

Or at least not worried enough to order anything but my tried and true.

“Fritters are delicious,” I tell her. “They’ve never left me disappointed.”

My intention was not to use my doughnut-purchasing habits as a metaphor for my life. But at the word disappointed, something clicks in my brain, and the tears that I have managed to keep inside since the thirty designated minutes of cry-time I allow myself every morning make an unscripted appearance, rolling down my cheeks like midsummer raindrops.

“Stuart was supposed to be my apple fritter.” My heart squeezes at the mention of my ex. Why did I go and do that? Say out loud, he-who-shall-not-be-named? It’s the catalyst that turns my cute summer tears into an ugly thunderstorm. And it takes all of my self-restraint to stand there, avoiding the pitying looks of the cashier while Kierst pulls out her Visa card and pays. The moment the receipt is in her hand, I bolt back out to the sidewalk, where a real-estate-flyer box gives me enough support to close my eyes, turn my head to the sun, and try to forget the clusterfuck that is my love life.

“You okay, Gems?” My sister’s hand finds the small of my back. This time, I don’t mind so much the motherly circles of her palm over my denim jacket.

“He was supposed to be my future,” I say between sobs. “We were gonna get a dog. Maybe a house. Or at least a really great condo with a walk-in closet. And now …”

Now he’s my ex. An ex that didn’t even have the common courtesy to give me the it’s not you, it’s me speech. In fact, he cited me and my dying enthusiasm for our relationship as the number one reason for ending the four years we invested in each other, surprising me in a way I didn’t think he was capable of.

“I know this part really sucks.” Kiersten wraps her arm around my shoulders and pulls my head to her boobs. “And aside from pumping you full of sugar, there’s absolutely nothing I can say or do to make you feel better. But when your heart has had the chance to heal a little bit, I think you’re going to see that Stuart was …” She hesitates for a moment. “Well, he kind of had the personality of a cardboard box, and you’re way better off without him.”

I’m about to defend my newly ex. Or maybe myself for staying with him for so long. But my phone vibrates in my pocket. And when I check the screen, the little dark cloud that’s been following me around for the past three weeks is cut by a bright ray of sunshine.

Dax: Cool if we push back our hangout by an hour tonight? Got someone coming by. Kind of a big deal.

My heart gives a weird twitch.

Me: Date with the vet?

There’s a long string of seconds before my phone pings back.

Dax: Nope canceled that so we could hang. Big client. At least I think it is. It’s all very vague. I’ve been talking to his people all week.

Me: Your client has people? Look at you go!

Dax: Yeah. Maybe after we wallow for a bit tonight we can celebrate

Me: You get enough wine into me, I’m up for almost anything

I watch as three dots appear in our conversation bubble, disappear, then reappear and disappear again. When he does finally message back, all I get is a party hat.

My sister leans in, resting her chin on the little dip of my shoulder.

“If you’re texting Stuart, so help me god, I’m taking back the pity fritters.”

I hold up my phone as evidence. “Not Stuart. Just Dax. We’re hanging out after work.”

At the mention of Dax’s name, Kiersten’s eyebrows hitch up a good inch. “I thought you told me Daxon had a date tonight. With the vet?”

“She’s a veterinarian’s assistant,” I counter. “And Stuart picked his stuff up today. Dax offered to cancel and hang out because he thought I might be upset.”

Kiersten responds with an mmmm-hmmm, and I prepare for some sort of follow-up comment. Instead, she turns away, and we walk in silence in the direction of my condo. By the third block, I assume the subject has been dropped. Then she stops and fishes out a second doughnut from her box, but before she takes a bite, she pauses. “It was the third date if I recall. That’s the sex date. He canceled his sex date for you.”

“It’s not that big of a deal.”

Kierst bites into her doughnut, watching me.

“Stop giving me that look.”

She holds up her hands. “This is how I look at everyone. If you are interpreting anything other than sisterly concern, that’s on you.”

My phone vibrates. It’s Dax again. I ignore Kierst and text him back, letting him know he can come over whenever he finishes. The entire time, I can feel her eyes on me.

“You know what I think you should do tonight?” she asks.

My text whooshes out into cyberspace. “I have a very good idea who you think I should do.”

Kiersten shrugs innocently. “He canceled his date for you. Plus, he’s a total babe. I’d be all over that if I wasn’t married.”

“Kiersten.”

“Seriously, the man wears jeans that leave nothing about that ass to the imagination.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means instead of waking up tomorrow morning to your three alarm clocks, you could be waking up with whisker-burned thighs.”

I don’t know how to respond. So I stand, mouth still open in shock, as she licks a smudge of abandoned pink frosting from the corner of her lip and starts walking. Her extra three inches in height require me to run-walk to catch up.

“He’s my best friend,” I tell her, waving my hand in front of my currently non-whisker-burned region. “Doing that is not a friend activity.”

She eyes my crotch. “Why not? I’d bet the rest of this doughnut that Daxon McGuire is a generous lover.”

My mouth drops open a second time. “Now you’re making things up.”

Kiersten pops what remains of the gambled doughnut into her mouth. “What did he bring you last month when you were in bed with strep throat?”

I know exactly where she is trying to go. He brought me soup. Homemade. It was delicious. “He got a Crock-Pot for Christmas, and he hadn’t used it yet.”

She lifts her chin, a huge smile spreading across her face because she thinks she’s won our argument. “Make all the excuses you want, Gemma. He wants you. And I think, once your heart has had a little bit more time to realize that Stuart was the fucking worst and you dodged a massive bullet, you’ll realize that friends can easily become lovers.”

Before I can tell her all of the flaws in her shoddy argument, my phone rings. Kiersten’s eyebrows waggle as if she’s anticipating more evidence of her wild theory. I get a small sense of satisfaction in holding up my phone and showing her our elderly aunt’s name flashing across the screen.

“What’s up, Aunt Livi?” I press the phone to my ear and turn my back to my sister.

“Hello, poodle. Just checking in to see how the heart is healing today.”

I swallow the lump that has suddenly appeared in my throat at the reminder that my love life is in shambles. “I’m attempting to cope with sugar, but it’s not working so well.”

There’s a soft tinkle of wind chimes in the background on her end of the line. I know the sound well enough to tell that my aunt is in her bookshop and has either opened her front door or has her first customer of the day.

“Well, I called to tell you I have the perfect answer to all of your heart troubles. Why don’t you come by for a visit tonight?”

I brace for her new age brand of weird. I’ve been the recipient of one too many of her healing tonics and cleansing teas not to have developed a healthy skepticism.

“Swing by around seven?” she asks.

“I’m supposed to hang out with Dax tonight.”

“Perfect, the more the merrier. Bring your sister too.”

I cover the microphone with my palm and turn back to face Kierst. “What are you up to tonight?”

She shrugs. “Watching The Bachelor so I can tell you who got kicked off, since you’re a weirdo.”

It’s true. I can’t watch that show without knowing who gets a rose. One of my many endearing quirks.

“Come to Aunt Livi’s after the kiddos are in bed. She’s gonna cure me.”

She doesn’t agree but instead opens her doughnut box for the third time, then snaps it shut and clutches her stomach. “Fine. I’ll come. But if she suggests naked chanting again, I’m leaving.”

I wave her off and return my attention to my aunt. “Need me to pick up anything?”

There is a short pause before she speaks. “Actually, yes. If you get a chance. We will need coarse salt, two Scotch bonnet peppers, and four triple-A batteries.”

“Sounds good,” I say, unsure how afraid I should be of this evening’s plans.

I hang up the phone and realize that we are walking not back to my condo but to Kiersten’s white minivan parked on a side street. She clicks her key fob, and the back door automatically slides open. She tosses her doughnut box onto a Cheerio-covered car seat and then reaches for the passenger door.

“Want a ride home?”

I shake my head. “I’m gonna walk. I won’t get a Peloton workout in before Aunt Livi’s. I have a six o’clock with some company in Shanghai that wants me to buy their revolutionary new dandruff shampoo. I’m dreading it already.”

“Anytime you want to trade jobs, say the word. Although I recommend you sit through one of Riley’s softball games first. Or a PTA meeting. Or what feels like monthly dentist appointments, as all three of my children seem to have inherited Trent’s weak teeth. But today is not about my clusterfuck.” She holds out her arms, and I let her envelop me in one last hug. She squeezes me tightly before pulling back and cupping my face with her hands.

“I’m glad you’re coming tonight,” I tell her. “I think a night with you, Aunt Livi, and Dax is exactly what I need.”

She walks around to the driver’s side, climbs in, and, as she’s fastening her seatbelt, hits the button to roll down the passenger window. “You know what they say, Gems, breakups are hard.” She winks. “But you know what else is hard?”

I shake my head.

“Dax’s dick.”

With that, she pulls out into the road. I can hear her laughing all the way to the four-way stop.




CHAPTER 2
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MARGARITAS ARE NOT meant for Monday nights.

There’s a reason why that old country song is famous. Tequila does indeed have the tendency to make your clothes fall off, or your lips say things they shouldn’t, or, in my case, a combo of the two.

But I considered myself lucky that Aunt Livi’s perfect cure for my aching heart turned out to be just her infamous margarita mix. Well, maybe I won’t be so lucky tomorrow when I face the almost inevitable hangover that will hit me in the morning, but it could have been a lot worse. The peppers and salt were for the pot of chili she plans on serving for her Tuesday night book club. I have yet to learn the purpose of the batteries. And frankly, I’m too afraid of the answer to ask.

“I think that’s the door.” Kiersten lifts her head from the well-loved velvet fainting couch across from me, just enough to see over her margarita glass sitting on the coffee table between us.

I strain my ears to hear anything other than the Jimmy Buffett album Songs You Know by Heart blasting through Aunt Livi’s ancient eighties stereo.

Sure enough, there’s a soft tap, tap, tap coming from the apartment door. I swing my feet to the floor and decide, since I’m already sitting up, to reach for the coffee table and empty my glass of the remaining sloppy green liquid. The world spins a little as I stand, but I quickly right myself, giddiness flooding my stomach as I run to greet my best friend.

“Daxon McGuire, nice of you to show up!” I shout as I fling the door open to find him leaning on the doorframe, his non-leaning hand curled into a fist, ready to knock again.

His hair is wet from the rain, which curls the ends and turns its normal chestnut color a darker brown. He holds out his arms, and I immediately fold into the little nook under his chin. His henley is damp as he pulls me to his chest. But as his arms wrap around me, I feel this sense of comfort. Of familiarity. I breathe in his scent, Irish Spring soap and the faintest hint of something spicy.

“You smell good,” I tell him.

He pulls away, and the loss of support makes me teeter a little. But his hands cup my shoulders, steadying me.

“You smell like you got the party started without me.” His face cracks into a wide smile, and it makes me note the stubble on his cheeks. Dax always has stubble. I accuse him, almost daily, of being afraid of the razor. However, tonight it looks a little longer. As if he’s let it go an extra day. My fingers find his cheek as if to confirm what my brain is thinking: that his face is not its usual scratchy texture.

“You a little drunk there, Gems?”

I become acutely aware that my face-touching is not normal for us—and possibly creepy. But when his palm covers mine and holds it against his cheek, I forget why this isn’t something we do.

“It was an accident. Kiersten keeps doing this thing where she fills my glass up before it’s empty. I lost count somewhere between two and a half and three and three-quarters. Jose Cuervo was not made for fractions. Then the ceiling started to get all spinny and …” I look down, only now fully realizing that I’m no longer wearing pants. “I got really hot.”

Dax’s eyes briefly sweep south before returning to my face. “Yeah, I was going to ask what happened there.”

My memories are feeling a little fuzzy, but I distinctly remember having a perfectly rational reason for shedding my jeans. “I think I took them off to make a point. Something about turning over a new leaf. You are looking at wild and unpredictable Gemma. She drinks tequila on a work night. She doesn’t need pants, or Stuart, for that matter.”

I’m aware that I’ve named he-who-shall-not-be-named yet again, but Aunt Livi’s margaritas seem to be doing the trick, and it doesn’t sting so much to say it this time.

“I like pantsless Gemma”—Dax’s gaze does another sweep—“but part of me wonders.” He reaches past me to the pocket of my trench hanging next to the door, pulls out my phone, and swipes it open. Scrolling through the apps, he stops on the alarm clock and clicks. “Ah, just as I suspected. My predictable Gemma is still in there, setting her three backup alarms for the morning.”

I grab the phone from his hand and attempt a scowl. But he’s right. My leaf is still the same side up as always. “I also texted my concierge and bribed him with apple fritters to be my morning wake-up call,” I tell him. “All of the Beauty Buyers have eight straight hours of quarterly sales and ops meetings tomorrow, and if I miss it, I’m gonna be totally fucked for Q3.”

“You two gonna make googly eyes at each other all night, or are you gonna help me with this pitcher?”

Kiersten’s voice both acts as a reminder that Dax and I are not alone and clears the brain fog enough to make me note that we’re standing unnaturally close.

I take a step back, putting a normal friendship amount of distance between us, and gesture for him to take a seat.

Kiersten has my glass refilled and Dax’s poured by the time we get to the couch. I take a sip of my half-melted drink, but Dax politely shakes his head. “I drove over here tonight.”

Kiersten shrugs and takes the glass, turning toward Aunt Livi. “Need a refill?”

My elderly aunt is asleep on her La-Z-Boy, her mouth half-open, looking a tad bit deceased as her ancient corgi, Dr. Snuggles, curls in her lap.

“Is she okay?” Dax asks.

“Oh, she’s fine,” answers Kiersten, “just a one-margarita kind of woman, that’s all. Hey, Aunt Livi—”

Kierst grabs the broken corner of a Cool Ranch Dorito from the bowl next to the margarita blender and chucks it at my aunt’s open mouth.

Even though Kiersten was cut from her beer league softball team, the chip finds its target perfectly. There’s a horrific thirty seconds where Aunt Livi breathes in and the chip sort of catches in her throat. Her eyes fly open as she makes this half-startled, half-scared face before Kiersten’s mother-of-three instincts kick into action.

She pulls Aunt Livi to her feet while slapping her hard on the back. It takes three hard smacks before the chip flies out of Aunt Livi’s mouth and across the living room to be forever lost in the orange shag carpeting.

“Good grief, what in the heck was that?” My aunt’s face looks like an overripe tomato.

Kiersten hands her the margarita with a face of pure innocence. “I think a paint chip fell from the ceiling and landed in your mouth while you were snoring.”

My aunt’s eyes skim the peeling white paint above her as she takes a long drink.

“Well, thanks, pudding.” Aunt Livi hands Kiersten the now-empty glass. “I owe you one.”

She looks around her living room, her eyes stopping on Dax, who was not there when she fell asleep. “Oh, Daxon, it’s lovely to see you. You’re looking as dapper as always.”

Dax blushes and gets up from his seat to give her a kiss on the cheek. I catch Kiersten enjoying her view of Dax’s ass as he bends over. She catches my eye and winks, and I feel my own cheeks heating.

“You woke up just in time, Aunt Livi,” Kiersten says. “We were just about to start the part of the night where we roast Stuart mercilessly.”

My aunt looks over at me as if asking if I’ve signed on to this activity. I shrug, figuring it’s cheaper than therapy.

“Do you want to start us off?” Kierst asks Dax.

He shakes his head, also eyeing me. “Ladies first.”

Kiersten licks the salted rim of her glass, then sits on the lounger, flopping her head in my direction. “Before I say what I’m going to say, you’re absolutely sure you and Stu aren’t going to kiss and make up, right?”

My mind drifts back to our breakup three weeks ago. “I threw a full glass of merlot on his blue Tom Ford suit. He didn’t speak to me for three days after that time when I had a bloody nose, and some droplets splattered on his khakis. And they were only J.Crew and it was an accident.”

Kiersten snorts. Likely because she has always thought Stuart was too precious. I purposely kept the nosebleed story from her because of it.

“I think you were more in love with the idea of Stuart than the actual person,” she says.

My urge to glare at her is stifled by the realization that her words eerily echo Stuart’s from our breakup.

“You liked Stu because he had his life together,” she continues. “And a swanky apartment.”

This time, I do glare. “You make me sound like a heartless gold digger.”

Kiersten takes a long sip of her drink. “That’s not what I meant. At least not like a money gold digger. But maybe an emotional one.”

I’m too angry to respond. Or maybe too drunk. Either way, Kiersten takes my silence as a license to continue.

“Stuart was safe. He was easy. He gave you the predictability you craved. He was the human equivalent of toast and butter, but you can only live off of toast and butter for so long.” She gets up from her spot on the lounger and moves to wedge herself between Daxon and me on the couch, taking my hand in hers.

“I get your need for toast and butter, Gems. Hell, with the winners we scored as parents, I understand it completely. But I think you’ve swung the pendulum a little too far in the opposite direction. You need a little spice in your life.”

Kiersten thinks that all her time spent in therapy qualifies her to psychoanalyze me and my life. Our parents were, to put it simply, duds. Married young, my mom was often off finding herself, leaving Kierst and me to source our own dinners. My dad flipped between being unemployed with a regular seat at the local bar to rather gainfully employed at a remote oil field camp in Northern Alberta. So maybe she’s not too far off in her theory that their emotional damage drove me to someone so predictable and consistent. I liked how Stuart would drive in from Toronto every Friday night to take me to Fornello’s Italian Eatery. He’d have the grilled chicken and merlot and always offer to share. After dinner, we’d have mediocre missionary sex because every other position aggravated his old soccer hip injury, but he’d tell me it was because he liked looking in my eyes when I came. I always knew what to expect with Stu. A cashmere crewneck every Christmas, a You look great whether I showed up in lululemon or a negligee. You could give the man thirty-one flavors of ice cream, and he’d always choose vanilla. I know it’s messed up, but I found the monotony comforting.

Kierst squeezes my hands. “Think of it this way. You and Stu were done years ago, but you were too set in your ways to admit it. This is good. For both of you. Eventually, you need to stop watering dead plants.”

Again I don’t say anything. I avoid her eyes, and Dax’s, for that matter, wondering how the fuck this turned from roasting Stuart into an intervention. Tonight was supposed to be fun.

“You’re mad at me.” She says it like a statement.

I pull my hands from hers. “I think you should stick to analyzing your own life and leaving mine alone.”

She crosses her arms over her chest. “You’re probably right. And I’m done. Said my piece. Over to you, Dax.”

She stands, picks up the empty glasses from the coffee table, and takes them to the kitchen. I’m left with the option to stare at my hands or meet Dax’s green eyes, which I do.

“Do your worst,” I say, but inside I think I’m done with this activity. It’s starting to seep in. That sinking feeling you get when you’ve made a mistake but then gained enough perspective to overanalyze every wrong turn or poor life decision. All of the wrongs that led you to invest four years in a man who irons his boxer briefs. Yes, Stuart kind of sucked. I’m starting to see that more and more. Still, I’m the sucker who stayed with him for so long. Doesn’t that mean, by default, that I sort of suck too?

“Well …” Dax clears his throat, looking as uncomfortable with all of this as I am. “I think Stuart’s an idiot. He never appreciated what he had, and I think you deserve someone better.” I’ve heard this statement before. From friends. From my sister. It’s a canned response for anyone who has taken a flying elbow to the heart. But the way Dax says it makes me believe that I deserve more than a man who left my twenty-seventh birthday party after an hour because it conflicted with his CrossFit.

Our conversation is interrupted by the aggressively loud buzzing of Aunt Livi’s doorbell announcing the arrival of the pizza.

“I’ll get that.” I get to my feet, grab my wallet, and move as fast as my tequila-fueled body can take me out Livi’s apartment door and down the stairs that lead to the back door to her bookshop. I return a few moments later with a steaming cardboard box that makes drool pool beneath my tongue.

The living room is empty. The sounds in the six-hundred-square-foot apartment hint that Kiersten is on the phone in the bedroom and Dax is in the bathroom. Aunt Livi is in the kitchen, pulling plates from the cupboard. I set the pizza down on the counter beside her. Before I can remove my hand, she covers it with one of hers and squeezes. “How are you holding up there, poodle?” She opens the pizza box, loads a slice onto a plate, and hands it to me.

I take it and walk around to the living-room side of the two-stooled galley window that separates the little kitchenette from her living room.

“Heart is numb thanks to Kiersten’s bartending skills. The rest of me wishes I could go back to the night I met Stuart so I could tell him to fuck right off.”

As the words leave my mouth, I feel it. That pang of anger, deep within my chest, aimed not at Stuart but myself. It grows and grows until it becomes so heavy it snaps, then drops to the pit of my stomach, where it acts as a solid reminder of all the times I knew Stu and I weren’t meant for forever and ignored it. A reminder of all the other things I could have done if only I would have had the guts to walk away from the relationship.

Aunt Livi shakes her head and tuts. “Oh, you don’t mean that.” She opens the box and pulls out her own slice of pizza, her gray eyes assessing me with concern.

I take a bite. The hot cheese burns the tender skin on the roof of my mouth, forcing me to hiffaw until it cools enough to swallow.

“I do. If you told me your Prius had a flux capacitor, I’d be hauling my ass back to the night I met Stuart at that bar, where I’d tell him to move right along.”

Kiersten appears at my side at the same time Dax enters the kitchen. My sister hands me another margarita. A peace offering. I take a long sip and sigh into my once-again half-empty cup. “I gave four of my prettiest years to that man and have zero to show for it.”

“You have me.” Dax says it so quietly from the corner of the kitchen that I almost don’t hear him. “We met that night as well, remember?”

Yes, we did. I almost forgot. Dax was there that night too. It was Stuart’s birthday party, but Dax had tagged along with a high school friend who was a co-worker of Stu’s. We had a few fleeting moments together before Stuart swept in, ready to woo.

“You were the best thing to happen to me that night, Daxon B.,” I tell him. “Too bad it took me four years to see it.”

I mean it as a joke. Or a slight at Stuart. But Dax doesn’t laugh or smile.

“Well, I don’t have a time machine,” Aunt Livi muses, “but I did get a rather interesting book in the donation bin this week. Maybe it could help?”

A book.

I guess I should be grateful it’s not another aura-cleansing bubble bath.

I love my aunt and her unwavering belief that all of the world’s problems can be solved with the right book, but I don’t foresee how any work of literature will help me tonight. I’m beyond self-help.

But I’m also too drunk to argue. So I shrug and shovel one last piece of veggie-lover’s pizza into my stomach in hopes that it will make for a more bearable morning tomorrow.

The three of us follow Aunt Livi down the back steps to her store, which is less of a traditional bookshop and more of a curated collection of weird and wonderful things. She claims to have the biggest collection of monster erotica in the northern hemisphere. But if you’re not into milking minotaurs or dendrophilia (I once made the mistake of googling that—do not recommend), you can also find healing crystals, ancestral incense, and salts of the black, pink, Himalayan, or table variety.

It was my favorite place in the world as a kid.

When my homelife sucked, it offered refuge and familiarity. Its dark corners provided a place to escape and its owner a source of constant and unconditional love. As my high school years approached, the store became more of a humiliating secret. My tween-aged heart longed to be anything but the girl whose parents abandoned her to that weird-smelling shop on James. Now, as a partially functioning adult, I have enough perspective to appreciate it, as well as my Aunt Livi. It’s confident in what it is, unapologetic about what it’s not, and the one and only place on earth that has ever felt like home.

The store is completely dark until Aunt Livi flips a light switch, illuminating the chandelier-like light fixture that hangs in the middle of the ceiling. It’s just a series of colored bulbs hanging from wires, like an eighth-grade science diorama of our solar system, but I’ve always sworn that the bulbs shift and move when you’re not looking.

“Now, where is that book?” Aunt Livi places her hands on her hips and turns a slow 360 on the spot. “I was reading it earlier, but then I did something with it, and I can’t for the life of me remember what.” She makes eye contact with me and points toward a dark corner of the store. “Why don’t you and Daxon check that section? If I shelved it already, it would be down there. Kiersten can take that pile near the front door. I’ll check around the cash register.”

I eye the floor-to-ceiling shelves that divide the store like a garden maze.

“What exactly are we looking for?”

Aunt Livi waves me off. “I can’t quite remember the cover. It’s a book. Big. You’ll know it when you see it.”

There are at least a hundred books down that dark corridor. But I’ve learned over the years to pick my battles with my eccentric aunt, and I’m two tequilas too far in to win this one. So I follow Dax as he weaves his way toward the back, scanning the shelves for nothing in particular, until he reaches a dead end and turns around.

“Any ideas on how to find this thing?”

I shrug, but as I do, a very Aunt Livi–like thought occurs.

“I think we should listen to the books. Let them speak to us.”

Dax, who is the most practical human I’ve ever known but also the first to agree to anything that could be ridiculous fun, reaches his hand up to the shelf, letting his fingers run along the spines of the books. He closes his eyes and hums in a monotone voice.

“The book that will cure Gemma Wilde of all her problems is …” He pulls a thick white-covered book from the shelf and holds it up. “Healing Your Inner Child in Ten Easy Steps.”

He turns it over to examine its cover, which shows a tiny blond girl, eerily similar to an eight-year-old me.

“That’s disturbingly accurate.” I take the book from his hands and shove it back on the shelf. “But I need at least fourteen steps to cover all of my daddy issues. We better skip to your turn.” I close my eyes and let my fingers roam over the shelves, just as Dax did a moment ago, until I feel a sudden urge to stop. “What book will solve all Daxon McGuire’s problems?” I blindly pull a large hardcover from the shelf. As I hold it up, my eyes skim the title. My cheeks heat as I realize my fuckup.

“101 Mind-Blowing Tantric Sex Positions.” Dax’s eyebrows lift as he reads the title.

Dax and I rarely talk about our sex lives. We make jokes about sex, in the general sense. But in the world of Dax and Gemma, real talk on the subject is taboo.

“Interesting choice. Maybe we should …” His voice trails off as he takes the book from my hands.

For a split second, I interpret the ending as a “Maybe we should try out position forty-three? Or maybe a twenty-seven if you’re up for it?”

I can actually feel the sensation of my blood draining from my face as the image of a naked, sweaty Dax flashes in my vision.

Until Dax places the book back in its spot and nods at something over my shoulder. “Head back? I think your aunt found the book.”

He holds out his hand as if to say, After you, Gemma. I’m grateful that I am able to turn my back because I’m worried he’ll read my expression and clue in to the entire scene that just happened in my head. He has the tendency to do that. Figure me out when I’m still unsure of my own thoughts.

When we exit the book maze, Aunt Livi is in fact standing next to the cash counter with a large, brown leather book cradled in her hands.

“I was skimming this in between customers today, and I think it has exactly what you need.”

I join her at the counter, where she sets the book down in front of me. Practical Magic: A Complete Guide for the Modern Mystic is clearly not a self-help book. Its pages are yellowed with age, and the writing looks handwritten, as if the book was once a journal. At the top of the open page, written in loopy blue letters, are the words Love Cleanse.

“Is that a recipe?” Kiersten’s boobs press against my back as she leans forward to get a closer look, her strawberry-blond hair falling on my shoulder.

“To cut the cord of the one who has wronged you,” she reads, “follow these simple steps—oh, hell no.” Kiersten pushes the book away. “I’m already getting bad vibes from that thing. I’ve watched enough Harry Potter movies to know nothing good ever comes from reading aloud from a creepy old book.”

“Oh, come on,” Aunt Livi chides, “it’s just for fun.”

The floorboards creak as Dax crosses the room to join us. He reaches for the book, rubbing its aging yellow pages between the tips of his thumb and index finger, the comforting scent of his soap filling my nose.

“What do you think, Dax? If things go sideways, are you up for hiding a body tonight? I think it’s worth the risk to rid Stuart from my life.”

Dax’s eyes skim the page. “I knew there was a reason I keep a shovel in my trunk.”

Aunt Livi takes Dax’s comment as consent and rips the book from my hands, barking orders to the three of us.

She sends Kiersten off in search of her old knitting bag, since this cord-cutting spell is not entirely metaphorical, and orders a reluctant Dax back up to the apartment kitchen to seek out chicken feet.

“Gemma, love,” she says to me. “Fetch me a candle.”

I search the cramped drawer under the cash register where she stores anything that doesn’t have a proper place in her store, then hold up the two best options.

“I would have thought you’d have a better stash of creepy candles, but it looks like you only have a birthday candle or one of those battery-powered ones you stick in the window at Christmas.”

Her brow furrows as her eyes flick from my hands to the scrawled directions on the page in front of her. “We need an actual fire.”

I close the junk drawer with my hip. “Birthday candle it is.”

“Daxon,” she calls out loudly. “Where are we at with the chicken feet?”

Dax comes down the stairs a moment later, holding a red-topped Tupperware container. “I have secured jerk chicken thighs. Not exactly what you asked for, but the best we’re gonna get tonight.”

She takes the container from his hands and sets it down on the cash counter in front of her before beckoning me to take a seat at the barstool she keeps for customers who come to chitchat.

Kiersten emerges from Aunt Livi’s back office with a ball of hot-pink yarn, which she hands to Aunt Livi as she reads aloud from the book.


“Once lovers, now enemies,

Soon to be strangers with some memories,

This love cleanse will rid you of your woes.”



Aunt Livi pauses for a moment, but her eyes continue to skim the page as if she’s reading silently to herself. This is the point where I’m usually rolling my eyes with Kiersten, but I find myself waiting on edge for her to continue.

She clears her throat.


“But if you wish to wipe away,

The memories of the very day,

A choice was made,

A path was taken,

Another lifetime long forsaken.

Light the wick,

Curse the day,

Cut the cord,

Send away,

The one that wronged you,

under waning gibbous

But be forewarned—”



Aunt Livi pauses, then licks her thumb and rubs the page in front of her with a soft grunt.

“Uh … you gonna tell us what comes next?” Kiersten tries to peek over her shoulder at the book, but Livi’s oversized cardigan blocks the way. “Or are we just gonna ignore that whole cryptic-warning part?”

Aunt Livi squints at the book, moving so close that her nose almost touches the paper.

“There appears to be some sort of stain on the directions.” She sniffs. “I suspect salsa. But don’t fret.” She sets it on the counter with a bang. “I think I’ve got it.”

Reaching for the small yellow pad she keeps next to an old rotary phone, my aunt tears off a blank sheet, then plucks a blue Bic from a mug of mismatched pens and pencils, handing both the paper and pen to me.

“Write Stuart’s name down.”

It’s a command, and my blood alcohol level has me complying with little argument.

Aunt Livi picks up the sparkly white birthday candle and produces a lighter from her pocket. A tiny yellow flame ignites the wick, and she holds the candle out in front of her. “Now picture the night you met Stuart. Imagine him in that bar. Think about the moment you decided to see him again.”

The dancing yellow flame combined with Aunt Livi’s soothing voice is mesmerizing. I envision Stuart’s face. His expensive gray suit, intense blue eyes, and the way he made me feel like everything in my life was going to work out fine.

“Now,” Aunt Livi continues, “imagine walking away.”

I picture myself leaving that crowded bar and getting into a cab alone. “Have a nice life, Stuart,” I whisper. “I don’t think I was ever meant to be a part of it.”

When I open my eyes, the candle has already begun to melt, dripping tiny balls of waxy teardrops.

“Next,” my aunt instructs. “Hold the paper with his name up to the flame.”

Lifting my offering to the burning candle, I watch as the flames skitter across the surface, only letting go once the heat reaches my fingertips. The paper falls to the counter, and we all watch as the yellow sheet turns to ash and the flames move to burn the linoleum beneath.

“Oh, for the love of god.” Kiersten pours the remaining margarita from her glass onto the now-singed counter, extinguishing the fire and leaving a black smudge in its place. “The fact that I am the only functioning adult in this room right now is scaring me a little.”

Aunt Livi, seemingly unperturbed by her damaged countertop, ignores her and blows out the candle. “Now we need the cord.”

Dax hands her the ball of pink yarn. She pulls scissors from the junk drawer and cuts off a piece that’s roughly the length from her elbow to her fingertips. Pulling my hands into prayer position, she deftly wraps the yarn around both my wrists, tying them together with a tight knot.

“I’d be throwing out the S and M jokes right about now, Aunt Livi,” I say. “If I wasn’t afraid you’d maim me, or worse, tell me a story I’d never be able to unhear.”

She pats the top of my head. “You’re not quite ready for my stories there, poodle.” She turns to Dax. “What’s the next step, Daxon? The writing is too small. I can’t make it out without my glasses.”

Dax pulls the book toward him and squints down at the pages.


“The final step, do not be remiss,

Is to seal your fate with a kiss.”



He looks over at me, his eyes a darker shade of green than I ever remember seeing. “I think it says we need a kiss.”

Kiersten once again snorts. “A kiss, eh? Over to you, big boy. I knew we invited you tonight for a reason.”

My cheeks immediately flush, which I blame on the booze, not the fact that Dax looks like he wishes he was anywhere but here.

“You don’t have to …” I attempt to wriggle out of the binding my aunt has somehow expertly tied, knowing that, as uncomfortable as this is for me, it’s got to be worse for Dax.

“I’m sure Dax doesn’t mind.” Aunt Livi practically shoves him into my lap. “It’s all for a bit of fun.”

I look into Dax’s green eyes and think I see the reflection of the birthday candle flame, which is silly, since we extinguished it minutes ago.

“You’re sure you’re okay with this?” he asks.

“Are you sure?” I fire back.

The only answer I get is Kierst holding her margarita glass up to my lips. “Need a little liquid courage there, Gems?”

I drink, despite knowing that more tequila and kissing Dax are both terrible ideas. That this—all of this—is so bizarre that I’m going to kick myself when I wake up in the morning.

“It’s fine,” I tell her, then turn to Dax. “We’ll make it fast.”

I close my eyes, the obvious step one of any kiss—coerced or not. It provides the added benefit of no longer seeing Kiersten in the background making humping motions with her hips. And although all I can see is blackness, I can sense Dax only inches away.

It’s just a silly kiss. The fluttering happening in my belly is only because it’s been a while since my lips have touched anyone’s but Stuart’s.

I lick them and try to remember the last time I brushed my teeth.

But what if Kiersten was right this afternoon? What if this kiss leads to a second? And then I’m waking up in the morning next to him. And then one day, it’s Dax telling me It’s not me, it’s you. There isn’t a margarita in the world that could help me after that.

“No!” My eyes fly open and see Dax’s closed ones only inches away.

Dax opens one eye, then the other.

“I think …” I search my brain for the right words. Ones that convey it’s not him. It’s the consequences.

“I really need to pee.”

I get up, ignoring the odd look in Dax’s eyes. Ignoring the fact that my hands are still tied. Ignoring Kiersten, leaning on the counter, muttering to herself, “What the hell were we supposed to do with the chicken?”




CHAPTER 3

[image: ]
I’VE HIT THAT stage of drunk where I could be easily persuaded to go to bed or dance until dawn. It’s a toss-up.

However, after I spend twenty minutes too long in the bathroom, Aunt Livi makes the decision for me. She buttons me into my trench coat, finds my purse and the keys with my Dr. Snuggles keychain, and makes Dax promise—twice—that he’ll get me home safely.

And he does.

He walks me right to my condo door and waits patiently while I attempt to slip my keys into the lock and open it.

My alarm beeps as the door swings open. We both know there’s zero probability I’ll punch in the password correctly and a far more likely chance that the alarm company gets called. He gently moves me aside and punches in my passcode, Dr. Snuggles’s birthday, then stands in the doorway watching as I stumble into my living room, flop onto the couch, hit the cushions with a little too much force, and subsequently bounce off and roll onto the floor.

Fuck, I love my carpet. It was an obscenely expensive Crate & Barrel purchase, but it feels like it’s made of velvet. I run my arms and legs over the soft fabric until Dax looms above me, holding out his hands.

“Come on, Gems. We need to get a little more water into you before you pass out.” I let him pull me to my feet and lead me to my open-concept kitchen. The white marble countertops shine under the pot lights.

I also love my condo. It’s not huge, but it’s beautiful. Light-gray broad-board hardwood floors complement the concrete walls. The north one is made almost entirely of glass, with an unobstructed view of Hamilton Harbor. A winding wrought-iron staircase leads to a loft with a low platform bed and a non-walk-in closet, which will now be considerably roomier seeing that Stuart, the asshole, picked up all of his stuff.

We never decided to cohabitate, Stuart and I. Although he stayed at my place every weekend, he was never keen on committing permanently to the hour commute to his banking job in Toronto. I, on the other hand, didn’t want to lose proximity to my aunt and sister. In hindsight, it may have been a relationship red flag. Like somehow, deep down, I knew the end was inevitable, and that’s why I needed a backup plan. A safety net. Assurance that if everything went to shit, I’d still be okay.

“Here, drink up.” Dax hands me a glass of cold water. “It will make for a better morning.”

I take a small sip followed by a long gulp. “Margaritas were a terrible idea. I have, like, ten straight hours of meetings tomorrow.”

Dax takes a second glass from my cupboard and fills it for himself. “Well, you could call in sick and hang with me. We could Uber Eats breakfast sandwiches and watch Netflix all day?”

That’s exactly what I want to do, but I can’t. My job as a hair-and-body products buyer at Canada’s largest drugstore chain is surprisingly cutthroat considering I spend a large portion of my life anticipating whether Canadians are going to prefer smelling like lavender or ocean breezes next spring.

“I need a decent close to this quarter. Marley from finance is going on maternity leave next month, and if I want a shot at her job, I need to keep reminding them how good I’d be at it.”

“I thought you said Marley’s job was the worst.”

It totally is. Finance is a slog meant for the soulless. “It has a nice paycheck. And I like nice paychecks.” Not to mention the comfort that comes with having a little extra padding in the bank.

Dax takes my now-empty glass from my hand, opens my fridge, and pulls out my Brita for a refill. He shuts the door and stares at a Kijiji printout picture of an English bulldog puppy. “Who’s this?”

I remove the magnet from the picture and cradle it in my hands. “That’s Buster.”

Dax lifts a curious eyebrow.

“Stuart and I were talking about getting a puppy. I wanted to give him a people name like Justin or Bradley, but Stuart said that was ridiculous. So we settled on Buster.”

The sadness returns. I’m too drunk to figure out if I’m mourning Stuart or the dog. Either way, the feeling builds in my stomach until it fills my entire chest. I’m a fish tank with a crack. The fragile glass is fighting the pressure of the water, holding on as the crack grows and spreads, threatening to burst at any moment.

I tip my head back and gulp down my water. A last-ditch attempt to wash away all of the emotions inside me. With the last drop gone, I slam the empty glass down on the countertop. But instead of the typical ping of glass on marble, the sound we hear is more of a crunch.

“Ew!” I hold up the empty glass and the quarter-sized dark smudge on the bottom of it. “What the hell is that?”

Dax takes the glass from my hand and studies it. “Looks like a little spider.” He takes a paper towel from the roll, wipes away the carnage, and hands it back to me. “What’s wrong?”

My chest feels heavy, and my eyes are filling with tears as waves of remorse roll over me. My internal fish tank shatters.

“I murdered him,” I sob. “I did. He was just crawling along minding his own business, and I snuffed the life right out of him.”

“It was just a spider, Gems.”

He doesn’t understand. That spider did nothing wrong. He was just hanging out, trying to put one hairy leg in front of the other, and he got his life demolished. “Yeah, but he probably had a wife.” A terrible thought occurs to me. “Oh my god, what if he had, like, little baby spiders?”

Dax takes the glass from my hand again. “Gems, I think you’re really drunk.”

“I know.” I look down at my naked legs. “Where are my pants?”

Dax takes me by the shoulder and steers me toward my swirly staircase. “You left them at Livi’s. We tried, but you insisted you never wanted to wear pants again.”

Then I remember. “Oh yeah, right, pants are the worst.”

Dax’s hand is on my back as I stumble up the steps. When I look back, I laugh at the sight of his intentionally turned head, doing its best to avoid my underpanted ass. When we reach my room, I swan-dive onto my bed, rolling over to the side. I watch him watching me.

“You should take yours off too, join the movement, Dax.” I kick my liberated legs to illustrate my point.

Dax stands by the stairs, looking uncomfortable. “I don’t think that would be a very good idea.”

I wiggle until I’m sitting up on my elbows. “Why the hell not?”

“Because …” He hesitates. “It just wouldn’t.”

I flip onto my back. “Suit yourself, no-pants party for one.”

I attempt what can most accurately be described as a waterless backstroke until my words seep through the tequila and sink in.

Oh god ….

Oh god ….

“Oh god.”

I roll my head back toward Dax. “I’m going to die alone, aren’t I?”

He comes to the end of my bed and sits down. “What are you talking about?”

This breakup with Stuart is an omen.

“I am going to be having a one-person no-pants party for the rest of my life.”

The tears return. Rolling and tumbling down my cheeks as I envision a lifetime of tiny closets and Lean Cuisine dinners for one.

“What if Stuart was my person? My one shot at a decent relationship and I fucked it up! Like I hit my peak, and now it’s all downhill.”

Dax reaches out his thumb and wipes a tear from my cheek. “Stuart was not your person.”

“How do you know that?”

“I know.” His voice is so firm. Assured. “Stuart was not the guy.”

“You have to say that because you’re my best friend.”

“No.” He looks up at me with a look I cannot decipher. “It’s because I’m your best friend that I shouldn’t say that.”

Something is off between us. It’s like there’s some invisible tension, and it’s weird and thick like honey. It makes it hard to think. So I default to feeling. Giving in to that big ball of ache that formed in my gut when Stuart gently explained that he’d fallen out of love. The tears multiply. Long gone are the cute movie-screen trickles, replaced with big black mascara-filled drops.

“Hey, hey, hey. Don’t cry.” The pad of Dax’s thumb catches a falling tear, wiping it away.

“I’m trying my best over here, but tequila makes me really, really sad. Can you, like, tell me a joke or something?”

Dax thinks for a moment. “What about a story? It’s about the night we first met.”

I am about to remind him that the night we met is the same night that I met Stuart. The very person I’m not supposed to be thinking about right now. But Dax nudges me with his hip until I move over enough so he can fit his full ass on my bed, and by the time I remember to tell him to stop—he’s already started.

“I was having a pretty shitty day. I was still living in my mom’s basement, and she was making it clear that she wanted to move up north and having her adult son still living at home was cramping her style. And I was still looking for someone to invest in my business so I could finally get it off the ground. And I got dragged out to a birthday party for a guy I didn’t even like. I was miserable. And about ready to head home when I saw this girl at the bar, and somehow I knew that if I talked to her, she’d change my life.

“So …” he continues. “I did. And turned out she was one of the funniest people I’ve
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