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        Welcome to my third novel, Until the Last Star Fades. Riley and Ben’s story is a standalone romance; however, it takes place in the same ‘Middleton Universe’ as my other books. All my novels are interconnected.

      

        

      
        Riley and Ben also appear as side characters in Say Hello, Kiss Goodbye (my fourth novel). Riley is featured as Piper’s best friend in my novella Invisible String, which unfolds after Until the Last Star Fades (this novella is included in the Love Hearts Special Edition paperback). Ben, while not mentioned by name, has an off-page cameo in London Belongs to Me (my first novel).

      

      

      
        
        Within these pages, you’ll find laugh-out-loud moments and steamy stuff, but Until the Last Star Fades, like my other novels, is not a rom-com.

      

        

      
        No AI (artificial intelligence) was used in the writing, editing, layout, or cover art of this book. This novel exists thanks to human creativity—lovingly made by me for you.

      

      

      
        
        Content note: this novel contains an own voices depiction of smiling depression, as well as a parent living with cancer, hospital scenes, anticipatory grief, dyslexia, coarse language, and open- and closed-door love scenes. Since one of the main characters lives with dyslexia, some texts and web searches in the story contain spelling errors. These mistakes are intentional and shouldn’t be reported as errors.
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        Love music? You can find the Until the Last Star Fades playlists on my website at www.JacquelynMiddleton.com listed under ‘Extras’.
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        Some people, places, and things mentioned in Until the Last Star Fades might not be familiar to all readers. Here are a few helpful explanations:

      

      

      
        
        Drafted: Between the ages of 18-20, male ice hockey players are ‘drafted’ by National Hockey League teams while they’re playing college or junior hockey. Some players go pro and join their NHL teams the following season, while others like Josh finish their college education and then join the team that drafted them.

      

      

      
        
        FOMO: Short form for ‘fear of missing out’.

      

      

      
        
        Smiling depression: Also called high-functioning depression. People with smiling depression appear happy on the outside but feel sad, emotionally numb, or shut off from the world inside. Friends and family often have no clue that their loved one is depressed because they hide it so well. Sufferers are often high achievers and/or perfectionists who seem to have everything going for them including great friendships and success at work or school.

      

      

      
        
        Chef Boyardee ABCs: Pasta ABCs in tomato sauce from the American makers of canned ravioli.

      

      

      
        
        Page Six: Society and celebrity gossip column in the New York Post newspaper.

      

      

      
        
        Playoff beards: Hockey players are very superstitious and many grow beards for good luck during tournaments and playoffs.

      

      

      
        
        Gratis products: When beauty companies bring new products to Sephora, employees (AKA ‘cast members’) take part in training sessions to learn more about the items and usually receive free goodies.

      

      

      
        
        Upcycling: Upcycling is the process of taking something no longer used and turning it into a product that’s more beautiful, interesting, and in some cases, valuable. Leia upcycles her clothes regularly, creating a wardrobe that’s unique to her tastes. Upcycling often gets mixed up with recycling, but they’re not the same thing. Recycling usually involves consumer waste—bottles, plastics, cans. These items are saved from the trash and are broken down into materials that can be made into other consumer products that are usually of lesser quality.

      

      

      
        
        Chemo brain: Term used by cancer patients to describe a foggy-brained feeling after chemo.

      

      

      
        
        Muppet: British insult meaning idiot, not a cute and fuzzy puppet.

      

      

      
        
        Eggplant emoji: The eggplant emoji is often used to represent a penis.

      

      

      
        
        Needs must: An old phrase used in Britain that basically means ‘necessity compels’, or in other words, when a person is desperate, sometimes they’ll do something they’d rather not do.

      

      

      
        
        PEZ: Small, rectangular hard candies that are kept in plastic dispensers featuring the heads of pop culture characters (Snoopy, Santa, Chewbacca, etc).

      

      

      
        
        Back of the net: British phrase using football/soccer analogy for scoring a point in conversation.

      

      

      
        
        FCUK: Stands for ‘French Connection UK’ — used by British clothing company, French Connection.

      

      

      
        
        Up herself: British phrase meaning a woman is conceited.

      

      

      
        
        Tisch Salute: At the time of publication, Tisch students had two graduation ceremonies. The first one is NYU’s All-University Commencement, which in Riley’s graduation year, was held at massive Yankee Stadium. Then a few days later Tisch holds its ‘Salute’, their own ceremony featuring student performances and speeches from department chairs.

      

      

      
        
        Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): Therapy used to treat a variety of mental health issues including anxiety, panic attacks, and depression. With CBT exercises, a therapist helps the patient identify negative thoughts that can trigger anxiety, depression, etc., and works to replace them with positive or more realistic thoughts.

      

      

      
        
        Fuckboy: Slang phrase with plenty of definitions, but for the purposes of this story, a fuckboy is a guy who has sex with women without any intention of having a relationship.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Remember that everyone you meet

        is afraid of something,

        loves something, and has lost something.”

        – H. Jackson Brown, Jr.

      

      

      RILEY

      
        
        New York City, March 17

      

      

      Riley couldn’t do it. An elbow to the kidneys, a strategically delivered shove—even a well-timed foot placed in an unsuspecting path—all viable options, according to her best friend Piper.

      “Rye, just do it already!” The fast-talking voice barked through her secondhand phone. “Force your way to the front. If you don’t leave soon, you’re going to miss St. Paddy’s Day completely!”

      “Yeah, and if I follow your advice I’ll be spending it with the NYPD—in a jail cell.” Riley scrunched up her nose, peering at the sizzling red LED display listing flights awaiting luggage. Raised voices bounced off the walls as passengers from Los Angeles, Toronto, and Minneapolis—her connecting flight from Grand Forks, which had landed a ridiculous ninety minutes earlier—pushed closer to the baggage carousel, hoping to spy their delayed suitcases, grab what was theirs, and exchange the stuffy fluorescent-lit hellhole for the last gasp of the day’s dwindling brightness. A snowstorm in the Midwest had unleashed post-spring break chaos at airports across the country, and LaGuardia’s terminal D hadn’t escaped unscathed. Sweaty, hangry travelers gave each other stink eye as an avalanche of suitcases burst through the rubber partition, piling up and creating a moving mountain of plastic, nylon, and tiny wheels, many rattling and spinning defiantly.

      A heavy sigh left Riley’s lips, her stomach as off-kilter as the precarious cliff of cases. “Pip, I could do without an assault charge, thank you very much.” Jockeying for a position along the path of the U-shaped belt, the New York University senior dragged her hand through her wavy ponytail. “I’m not the elbowing type.”

      “Yeah, about that.” Piper snapped her gum.

      I walked right into that one. Riley winced. “I couldn’t go through with it.”

      “Rye, you completely ignored what we talked about before you left. It’s like those conversations didn’t even happen.”

      “I know, but…” Clenching her jaw, she adjusted the Strand bookstore tote on her arm and stretched up on the toes of her boots, fighting for a glimpse of the luggage parade over the shoulders of two ridiculously tall suits. What are you dudes, part giraffe?

      “You’re delaying the inevitable,” said Piper. “Why did you go to North Dakota, huh? ’Cause it sure as hell wasn’t to freeze your butt off watching hockey for five days straight. You could’ve done that here…”

      As Piper rattled on, a chubby bald man who looked like a giant toddler wrestled with a large hard-side roller bag sailing by on the belt.

      “…but hey, at least I didn’t have to go with you. I’m still shaking off the cold I caught watching NYU play. I’m lucky that frozen bench didn’t give me terminal hemorrhoids, the frostbite was bad enough⁠—”

      “Terminal hemorrhoids? Jeez, Pip, that’s a new one!” A chuckle burst through Riley’s lips. “And you didn’t catch frostbite! You ditched me for a warm bar after twenty minutes!” Yawning through a smile, Riley spied a midsized pink case wedged underneath a heavy duffle bag. “Oh! Wait a sec.” She fought with the still-moving baggage, tugging her wheelie case from the mound. The bag’s swinging momentum almost t-boned one of the giraffes mid-conversation.

      Thank God! A huge breath released from Riley’s chest. She extended the case’s handle, returning her phone to her ear as she squeezed through the frowning crowd, her suitcase rolling happily behind her. “Got my case. Look, meet me at my place in an hour and a half, okay?” A large family blocked her path to the exit. “I’ll tell you”—she glanced back at her belongings, her eyes focusing on the ID tag flapping from the side handle—“everyth…” Her stomach plunged into free fall. “FUCK!”

      The mother covered her little boy’s ears, her eyes shooting daggers at Riley.

      “Aaand now I’m deaf, too,” Piper whined. “Thanks, Rye.”

      “Shit!” She lifted the case, her pulse charging, her eyes chasing the swirly girly handwriting on the luggage tag that wasn’t hers: B…something—the last name impossible to decipher. There was no phone number, no address, just B. Something in the most frustratingly illegible cursive Riley had ever seen. Her heart tripped into an unhappy dance. “Pip, I gotta go.”

      “Wha—”

      The twenty-two-year-old’s eyes darted to the unmanned airport help desk…to the cases wheeled away by weary travelers…to the exit and a bright pink blur scooting through the parting glass doors. “Someone stole my case.” Hitting disconnect, Riley cut Piper off.

      “Sorry! Excuse me!” She dashed around the family and a pack of slow-walking, fast-talking French tourists, their elegant parley cut short by the terminal’s doors whisking shut behind her. She inhaled sharply, the frosty air invigorating her senses as a chorus of honking taxis and the stench of bus fumes welcomed her home. Whoever you are, don’t get on the shuttle! Don’t disappear! Her eyes scurried across the slushy pavement crowded with boots and every shape, color, and size of luggage. Dammit. That was the whole point of choosing such a loud color…

      YES! There it is! Identical to the one trailing behind her, it was fugly—bubblegum pink and covered with a rash of white polka dots. But, despite its obnoxious appearance, this case suited her strapped student budget just fine and it was right there, resting beside the salt-stained UGGs of a twenty-something brunette leaning on a row of luggage carts, checking her phone. Riley’s brows eased their ascent as she wriggled past a kissing couple and a guy wearing a green Boston Bruins cap. Oh, thank God.

      A stroller cut her off. Woah! Giving the harried father a wide berth, she turned back to her missing case as the arm of a thin jacket unsuitable for a New York winter swooped in and claimed its extended handle. Salty boot girl didn’t react—at all.

      Green cap guy? What the—? “Hey!” Lunging for the thief’s arm, Riley tripped over her own boots and barely saved herself from kissing the pavement.

      “Fuck!” The guy stopped and lifted the peak of his cap, revealing a mop of misbehaving dark hair falling into his blue eyes—eyes that might’ve made her catch her breath if they hadn’t been so puffy and bloodshot. He was about Riley’s age but appeared pale and drained under his five o’clock shadow, like he was on the losing end of a twenty-four-hour bender. The closer Riley got, the more a waft of whiskey and sweat punished her nostrils, proving her first impression right. The guy scratched at the purple hood poking out from the neck of his jacket, his full lips parting into a charming smile. “You all right, love?” His English accent hung in the air.

      “I think you guys have my case.” Riley’s glare darted from the Brit to the woman. “Which one of you is B. Something-or-other?” She gestured to the identical luggage behind her. “I can’t read the last name.”

      With a sneer, the brunette side-eyed Riley and the guy then walked away, making a call on her phone.

      “Hey! Wait!” Riley waved her arms, but the woman didn’t stop. “I’m talking to you⁠—”

      “Actually, it’s me you want.” His six-foot frame lurched toward her, his grin unwavering underneath cheekbones male models would kill for. “Let me sort this.” His right hand, swaddled in a bloodstained bandage, yanked the tag on the case in his possession, snapping its buckle and sending the owner’s information fluttering to the damp pavement. “Sh-Sh-Shit.” He chuckled and bent over, his earbuds tumbling from his ears and snapping to a halt above the winter muck like two miniature bungee jumpers.

      They both fumbled for the card, but he reached it first. He slowly stood up, adjusting his backpack with a jerk and invading her personal space. He squinted underneath the brim of his cap at the neat penmanship on her tag like he was deciphering a secret code spelled out in hieroglyphics.

      “See?” Riley pointed. “It says R. Hope—right there. My email, RHope@…the tag on the case I have says B. Something.” She leaned away, her eyes telling him to give in and back off.

      He sniffed. “RHope…yeah, that’s definitely not me.” His watery eyes blinked lazily at her. “Soz, Ms. R. Hope. I fucked up.” He laughed, sending boozy, steamy breath into the frosty air. “I can’t believe you’ve got the same shite taste in luggage as my mum⁠—”

      “Lucky me.” Riley didn’t care about his mother or her taste in suitcases or that this hot mess with an accent was adorable. She just wanted to hop on the first shuttle bus and get the hell out of there. She pulled her case away from him and wheeled his mother’s pink monstrosity forward, their transaction complete. “Well, thanks.” The words flew from her lips without a breath between them. “Happy St. Patrick’s.”

      Turning away, she left the hungover dude holding her broken tag. She could catch the Q70 shuttle bus boarding at the far curb and be riding the R train down to the 8th Avenue-NYU stop in the East Village in ten minutes. Racing through the dirty slush, she dug in her tote and pulled out her Pay-Per-Ride MetroCard.

      “R. Hope! Wait! I have your…”

      Riley kept walking and threw a pinched glance over her shoulder. The cute guy was sliding along the sidewalk, holding her luggage tag. She stopped at the fare machine and locked eyes with the bus driver, pleading with him to wait.

      “Sorry.” The Brit handed it to her.

      “Thanks.” Pursing her lips, Riley stuffed it in a pocket and threaded her MetroCard into the machine.

      “This is my first time here. I’m a bit lost, actually.” Rounding his shoulders, he stuffed his hands in his pockets. “Do I need one of those yellow cardy things for the bus?”

      I can’t chit-chat—the bus is gonna leave! Snatching her MetroCard from the slot, she collected her ticket and turned to him. “A MetroCard, yeah, or if you’ve got coins”—she waved at the smaller machine to her right—“you can pay there.”

      Shivering non-stop, a shaky hand braved the elements to scratch his stubble. “Coins…I can’t add at the best of times, but feeling as rough as I do now? Ugh.” He swallowed, his nose a chilled pink. “You wouldn’t happen to have the right change, would you—please?”

      PFFFFSSSSSSSSSSSSST!

      Riley looked up, catching the bus’s doors closing. For fuck’s sake. She waved furiously. “NO, WAIT!” A warm puff of breath left her lips. “I’m COMING!”

      The guy rushed past her, each coltish stomp plunging his worn sneakers into the gray slush. “Hey, mate”—he slipped, his shoulder smacking into the bus’s front door—“don’t take off on us!”

      The driver rolled his eyes. PFFFFSSSSSSTTTT! The doors opened with a protracted hiss, like they were sarcastically passing judgment.

      “Thanks! Don’t let him drive away.” Riley’s fingers jabbed at the machine, repeating the payment process with her MetroCard. She locked stares with the driver. “I’m paying—for him.”

      The Brit gleefully bounded back to her side. “Oh, cheers, darlin’! You’re the best.”

      Riley nodded as he loaded both suitcases onto the bus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      RILEY

      “Only aisle seats left.” Brit boy pointed at two blue plastic seats at the back and picked up Riley’s case, lifting it onto the luggage rack. He reclaimed his own and stowed it safely beside hers.

      “I like the aisle,” said Riley, gripping the yellow poles lining the path to the vacant seats. She hesitated, bracing herself as the bus veered around a corner.

      “Me too. I’m all about the quick exit, you know?”

      Riley unzipped her parka and sat down. Jeez, it’s warm in here. She typed a quick text to her mom, Maggie, and hit send.

      
        
          
            
              
        Riley

      

      
        On bus. Meeting Pip at home. x

      

      

      

      

      

      The guy slouched out of his backpack and dropped onto the hard seat across from her. His shoes and the calves of his baggy jeans were soaked from his sprint to the bus, but he didn’t seem to care. “So, you live here, eh?”

      “Yeah.”

      “How long?”

      “I was born here—Staten Island. It’s a New York borough, south of Manhattan.” She smiled, relieved to be on the bus and headed home.

      “Where are you coming back from?”

      Is he gonna chat the whole way there? “Spring break.”

      “Oh, I’ve heard about spring break. Love the sound of it.” He sniffed and started to unbutton his jacket. “Beaches, booze, shagging—my kind of holiday.”

      “Try blizzards, hot chocolate, and skating.” Her brows furrowed as his light jacket opened to unveil an oversized purple hoodie and hints of a plaid flannel shirt, some sort of red zippy track jacket, and a t-shirt. One, two, three, four—five layers. Is he wearing everything he owns? He’s like Joey from that old Friends episode. She pulled a clean tissue from her bag and handed it to him.

      “Ah, cheers!” He grinned behind the Kleenex.

      “I was in North Dakota visiting my boyfriend.”

      “Oh! North Dakota, eh? The beautiful rugged Midwest?”

      “Oh, you’ve been?”

      “No, but when I was little I loved atlases, dreaming of far-flung adventures.” He stuffed the tissue in a pocket and swiveled to face her head on, leaning into the aisle. “Long-distance relationship? That’s hot.”

      Riley shimmied out of her parka, revealing a sweater and a pair of distressed secondhand jeans. She stood up, folding her coat into a small bundle as the luminous headlights from passing cars invaded the bus and swept over her. “You wouldn’t say that if you were in one.”

      The guy dipped his head and his eyes discreetly checked her out underneath the brim of his cap. He cleared his throat and sat up. “What’s he doing so far away?”

      She stuffed her coat on the seat, sitting on top of it. Her body swayed with the movement of the bus. “He’s a senior at the University of North Dakota, studying entrepreneurship.”

      “Oh, so he’s from there?”

      “No, Staten Island, same as me. He’s on a scholarship. The Minnesota Wild drafted him three years ago.”

      “Minnesota what?”

      “Wild.” She stuck her hand in her tote, feeling around for her library book.

      He widened his eyes. “He was drafted…I don’t get it—by who…Wild?”

      “They’re an NHL team.”

      He shrugged and shook his head.

      “The National Hockey League? Pro hockey—ice hockey?” She pointed at his hat. “You’re wearing a Boston Bruins cap…”

      “Am I?” He chuckled. “I don’t know. I just liked the B on it!”

      Riley giggled and pulled a well-thumbed novel from her tote. “Well, he’ll join the Wild next fall.”

      “Holy hell, you’re a WAG?!” He laughed, smacking the metal handle on the seat back in front of him. The woman sitting there didn’t notice—her headphones were cranked, leaking Fleetwood Mac’s “Go Your Own Way”.

      “Shh!” Riley glared and retreated into her seat. Her admonishment pulled him farther into the aisle.

      “What?” he whispered back.

      “I HATE that term!”

      “Well, you’re dating the wrong guy, then.” He nudged his cap above his eyebrows, giving Riley a better view of his eyes, which were waking up with a sparkly playfulness. “‘Wives and girlfriends’ of athletes⁠—”

      “If the tables were turned and I was the athlete, he wouldn’t get labeled with such a dismissive nickname.”

      “Do girls even play ice hockey?”

      “Yes!” With a sneer, Riley nodded her head. “I do! Well, I did…”

      “You’re fun to tease!” He laughed. “Why’d you stop playing?”

      “Why’d you get drunk and board an airplane?”

      “Ahhh! I was celebrating.”

      “What were you celebrating?”

      He smirked and narrowed his eyes, not answering her question. “A hockey-playing WAG. I would’ve guessed sociology student…maybe languages? Never a WAG.”

      “So…you’re saying I’m not hot enough to be a WAG⁠—”

      “Hey, don’t get your knickers in a twist. I’m sure you are…underneath that scarf and…” He scratched the dark stubble on his chin. “Jumper.”

      “Jumper?”

      His bandaged hand waved in her general direction. “Your sweater.”

      “The English have strange names for things.”

      “I’m Scottish, actually.”

      Riley shook her head. “My best friend’s dad is Scottish—you sound nothing like him.”

      “I was born there”—he shifted in his seat—“but grew up in England.” He tapped his finger against his generous lips. “Nah, thinking about it—you’re too classy to be a WAG.”

      “Obsessed much? Are you a wannabe soccer—oh, sorry, football player?” Riley’s thumb flipped the corner of her book. “Do you play?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Would it turn you on if I did?”

      “Yeah, right!” She chuckled sarcastically.

      “Back home, WAGs are all flash, no substance. You know: cosmetic surgery, high heels, designer frocks—totty with a taste for living large.”

      “Nice.” Riley curled her lip. “Good to know stereotypes are alive and thriving over the pond. Heaven forbid women be celebrated for their brains instead of their breasts.”

      “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just saying how it is. I’m not saying it’s right…”

      “Well, good.”

      She opened her library book, drawing their exchange to an abrupt close. They sat quietly for several minutes, their silence invaded by more Fleetwood Mac, cars honking outside the fogged windows, and a restless baby sobbing a few seats ahead. Riley’s phone buzzed on her lap with a text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom

      

      
        All good here. Say hi to Piper. Love you. x

      

      

      

      

      

      Looking up from her phone, she saw cute Brit guy’s attention had drifted to the snow globe world passing by outside, and his fingers were toying with something on his right wrist above the bloody bandage. Wide-eyed, he seemed a bit lost. “What happened to your hand?” Riley searched through her tote, unearthing her reusable water bottle. Two crumpled candy wrappers floated to the floor.

      He leaned over and rescued them. “These must be good⁠—”

      “They’re peanut butter cups.” Her hand reached impatiently.

      “Mmm!” Beyond her grasp, he examined the empty brown paper cups and orange wrappers. “Two packs and not a crumb left? Someone’s greedy⁠—”

      Riley snatched them from him, hiding the evidence in her bag. Greedy? You should talk, drunk boy! Her glare made him turn away, his smile vanishing. She sipped her water and got lost in her Instagram feed.

      Neither spoke for a few minutes. The guy reached into his jacket, fumbling with the zipper on the hoodie underneath. Riley scrolled through photos, her annoyance melting away, replaced by embarrassment for being a grump. It wasn’t this guy’s fault she was stressed, drained, and feeling bluer than her Levi’s. She glanced across the aisle, catching his eye as he sat back in his seat. His muted grin grew as she asked, “So, where are you coming from?”

      “I’m an actor. I flew in from LA—you know, pilot season?”

      “LA?” Riley’s face lit up with genuine interest. California, its palm trees and sea breezes, swimming in the ocean whenever she desired—her dream life. “Did you like it?”

      “Yeah, I didn’t want to leave.”

      “Don’t blame you. I love California.”

      “Really? I read for a great part in a Netflix series, and I made quite the impression! They think it’s going to be massive—merchandising, comic con tie-ins, maybe a film, eventually.”

      “Wow, sounds promising. No wonder you were celebrating.” Riley’s eyes dropped to her phone, catching Piper’s latest Instagram story.

      “So, what about you? Women’s studies? Philosophy?” He ducked his head, trying to read the title of the book in her lap. “Future librarian? I love books, me.”

      “NYU, Tisch School of the Arts. I graduate in May.”

      “NYU, eh? Sounds impressive. Hey, maybe we’ll perform together one day.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “Well, at least tell me your name so when you’re famous, I can tell everyone ‘I used to know her.’”

      She looked up. “Oh, I’m not an actress. I’m a film and television major. I want to work behind the scenes…in casting or as a director.”

      “That makes sense.”

      “Why?”

      “You’re bossy.”

      A forced laugh left her lips. “Jeez, thanks a lot!”

      “Hey, bossy is a compliment!” His adorable smile made an appearance again. “You’re feisty, a go-getter. You like to be in charge. I think it’s great. You should embrace it.”

      When you put it that way… Riley grinned. “Oh, you’re a charmer!”

      “I am!” He promptly offered his hand to her across the aisle. “Benjamin Fagan—Ben.”

      Riley squinted at the bloodstained bandage and accepted his hand carefully, barely touching it. “Riley Hope.”

      “Ah, sorry.” He frowned, tucking his hand away. “Wanna hang tonight, Riley Hope?”

      She returned to her phone. “I can’t…”

      “Why not? Technically you’re still on holiday, right?”

      “You look and smell like you’re on a permanent holiday.”

      “Envious?”

      “No.” She laughed.

      “Go on, admit it—you’re envious. No classes on Monday, no essays to write, no rules, just…freedom to do what I love and have a blast doing it, you know?”

      Sounds perfect… Riley flicked her thumb along her screen, scrolling at warp speed.

      “Come on! Put the phone down, live a little. You seem down about…something, and it’s Saturday night—St. Patrick’s Day! Let me repay you for helping me. Let me cheer you up.”

      “I don’t need cheering up.”

      “You don’t? Really? For someone coming off holiday, you’re really bummed. It’s your eyes—something’s bothering you.”

      Shit! Is it that obvious? Riley continued scrolling.

      “Want to tell me? I’m a great listener. I won’t tell anyone.”

      Like I’m going to tell someone I just met.

      “Or we could get pissed and forget? C’mon, it’ll be a laugh, once we get out of this…tin can on wheels.” He pulled out the tissue she had given him, dabbing his nose. “This bus reeks of wet dog and piss—it’s totes stuffing me up.” Ben nudged her arm with his non-bandaged hand. “Hey, not only will I buy you a drink, I’ll also buy you more of those peanut butter things.”

      Oh, I’m SO done with those peanut butter things.

      “Earth to Riley?”

      “Thanks, but I’m meeting my friend.”

      “Cool, bring her—or him—too. Look, I think you’ve got the wrong end of… I’m not auditioning girlfriends, I just want some fun, you know? A proper night out in the Big Apple, see what all the fuss is about. You up for it?”

      Riley looked up from her phone. Ben tilted his head, beckoning. His wide smile consumed his face, his eyes almost disappearing into happy-go-lucky crescents. There was something about him that held a promise, a challenge, his adorable grin offering an unspoken invitation: I’ll bring fun and mischief—come hang out with me.

      But Riley didn’t have time for fun, not anymore, and mischief was a luxury she couldn’t afford. No, Ben’s persuasive smile wouldn’t work its magic on her. It would have to charm another partner in crime. Riley wasn’t that girl.

      The bus came to a sudden stop, lurching the two of them forward and breaking Ben’s smile. “This is it—the subway.” Riley grinned, stuffing her belongings in her bag as she stood up and collected her parka, letting the woman seated beside her exit first. “Do you know where you’re going?”

      Ben stared out the steamy window into the darkness crowding the Roosevelt Avenue-Jackson Heights subway station. “Um, not sure—downtown somewhere, an Airbnb.” The man beside him stood quickly, forcing Ben to vacate his seat for the aisle. His hand dipped into one of his many jackets’ pockets, pulling out a crumpled piece of paper stained with God knows what. “Canal Street?”

      “That’s two stops past mine. C’mon.”

      Ben stood up and smiled, following Riley toward the luggage rack.
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      BEN

      The R train shuddered and screeched, arriving at the Times Square-42nd Street station. Twenty-five minutes into their subterranean journey, Ben and Riley had barely shared more than ten words. Two overwhelmed tourists from Munich had glommed onto Riley, who surprised Ben with her rusty high school German. For the past eleven stops, the couple had sat beside her, asking questions with hand gestures, a little English, and a lot of German, seeking reassurance that New York was safe. Riley answered carefully and calmly, but the tourists didn’t seem satisfied, volleying question after question back at her.

      Swaying with the train’s vibrations, Ben kept a tight grip on their twin suitcases, preventing a rolling getaway. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from the leggy student; specifically, he couldn’t pull his eyes away from Riley’s pale pink lips. His thoughts tunneled into a single focus. They were soft, slightly pouty—perfect. They’re just asking to be kissed. A surging warmth started to harden underneath the zipper of his jeans. He glanced down at his crotch. Now?! Seriously? Er…down boy! Don’t be THAT guy! He fidgeted on the hard orange seat next to her, crossing his legs.

      Answering question #124, Riley licked her bottom lip and glanced back at him. What if she notices! Worst timing ever. He picked up his backpack from the floor and set it on his lap, hiding his embarrassment.

      She turned again, her green eyes squinting quickly, which Ben took to mean, I’d much rather be talking to you, though maybe that was wishful thinking. Her willingness to help these strangers, her taking him under her wing at the airport made her even more attractive. She was kind, self-assured—so damn hot. Shame she won’t flirt with me. I blame the boyfriend. She’s the loyal type, lucky bastard. He hugged his backpack, his eyes darting down the subway car, desperately searching for something—anything—to short-circuit the throbbing ache in his boxer briefs. C’mon, think of something else! There—that dirty bloke with the pineapple. Wait…a pineapple? Is he actually…talking to it? Ben pulled down his cap, so the strange dude didn’t catch him staring.

      A few minutes later, the train arrived at the next station, and Ben’s discomfort had eased.

      “Und diese Haltestelle ist der 34th Street-Herald Square—Macy’s department store.” Playing impromptu tour guide, Riley pointed out the window, and the tourists leapt to their feet, rushing through the closing metal doors with barely a “danke” leaving their tongues.

      “Is this their stop?” Ben moved his backpack off his lap onto the empty seat beside him.

      “Err, no…” Riley scratched her head. “They had ten to go. They were headed to Whitehall Street—the Statue of Liberty.”

      Ben chuckled as the momentum of the train pushed him sideways into Riley’s right shoulder. He didn’t pull away and she didn’t either. Result: physical contact—my own miracle on 34th Street. “I’m sure they’ll find their way. How many more stops for us?”

      “I have four, you have six.”

      Ben’s stomach tightened. It was now or never. “You know, Riley, I’d probably still be standing outside the airport wondering what to do if you hadn’t helped me out.”

      “You would’ve figured it out eventually.”

      “I know you have somewhere to be, but…please come for a drink—just one? Just so I can say thank you.”

      “Benjamin—”

      “Riley.” He smirked.

      “Ben, I’m already late. My friend’s probably waiting outside my apartment right now, cursing me for catching hypothermia…”

      “This is 28th Street.” The automatic announcement crackled through the train’s speakers as it slowed to a creaky stop.

      “Your friend can come, too. We can talk about California, you can tell me about New York, making TV programs…ice hockey…”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I really have stuff to do, sorry.”

      “So, you’re gonna leave me to fend for myself?”

      Riley rolled her case closer to her boots. “You’ll be fine. Americans love British accents. Go into any bar and you’ll have lots of female company. You don’t want me cramping your style.”

      “I do! You’re my only friend in New York.”

      “We’ve only just met!” She laughed. “You’ll make new ones.”

      Ben’s stomach sank. They sat quietly for a few minutes.

      “This is 23rd Street.” The doors opened, allowing the train and platform to exchange passengers.

      He shifted his backpack on top of his case so an old woman could sit down. “You know, it’s okay. I’ll find my way in the big city. I’m sure I’ll pick up friends before long.”

      Riley bit her cheek and checked her texts.

      She looks like she just kicked a puppy. Ben’s gaze darted out the window at the mosaic tiles on the station wall. “What’s with all those floating hats?”

      Riley looked up. “Apparently, they’re hats worn by famous people who passed through this area: Oscar Wilde, Eleanor Roosevelt—the actor, Ben Fagan…” She grinned, returning to her phone as the train began to move.

      Ben smiled as he adjusted his Boston Bruins cap. “Maybe one day, eh?”

      “Oh, shit.”

      “What?”

      “Piper wants me to pick up”—her finger slid up the screen—“Cookie Butter…and Cheddar Rocket Crackers from Trader Joe’s. With what? Magic beans?”

      “Where’s that, then?”

      “14th Street.”

      Ben’s eyes shot to the subway map near the doors. “Oh—next stop?”

      “Yeah, sorry Ben.”

      So, I guess that drink really is out of the question…along with any hope for a snog ever, I reckon. The twinkle left his eyes.

      With a tight half-smile, she quickly looped her scarf around her neck and zipped up her parka. “Make sure you get off at Canal Street. It’s three stops after 14th Street, got it?”

      “Yeah…” Pulling out his phone, he deflated in his seat.

      Riley packed away her phone and tugged on yellow mittens with TAXI stitched down the hands. Eyes darting to Ben, she pressed her lips together. “Ben, you’ll be fi…” A heavy exhale left her lips. “Look, I know New York can be overwhelming, so I’ll give you my number—for emergencies only, ’kay?”

      “Really? That’s brilliant! Cheers, Riley!”

      She rattled it off and Ben typed it into his phone, a smile lighting up his face. “When I’m back on street level, I’ll text you so you’ll have mine.”

      “Sure.” She nodded, standing up to corral her suitcase. “On Canal, I think you need to head toward Mercer Street. If you pass McDonald’s, you’re going the wrong way. You want to head toward Dunkin’ Donuts.”

      “So, burgers—bad. Donuts—good. Got it.”

      “It’s been nice meeting you, Benjamin. Welcome to New York.” She joined the cluster of people waiting by the doors.

      “It’s been awesome meeting you, Riley. Welcome home.”

      With a quick wave, she was gone.
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      RILEY

      Crossing Third Avenue to St. Mark’s Place, Riley checked her phone one more time. New texts had arrived since her last peek ten minutes earlier.

      Her boyfriend, Josh King…

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh

      

      
        Babe, missing you!

      

      

      

      

      

      With a photo of two pugs dressed as leprechauns.

      Then, it was her best friend…

      
        
          
            
              
        Piper

      

      
        Are you close? This weather’s aggravating my asthma. Hurry!

      

      

      

      

      

      And her boyfriend again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Josh

      

      
        Everyone’s buying me drinks! #MVPperks

      

      

      

      

      

      But still nothing from cute Ben. Riley hoped he wasn’t lost somewhere, wandering solo through the slush and noisy packs of shamrock-wearing partiers, his mother’s pink case in tow. New York City could feel so lonely when you were on your own. Maybe he was downing pints in a Soho bar and fighting off women who loved his accent; she hoped it was the latter.

      Hood up and head down, Riley weaved through the boisterous Saturday night crowd, their phones glowing bright in the night and their heightened sense of anticipation electrifying the air with a primal, youthful energy. Their laughter, imbued with a carefree spiritedness, triggered Riley’s FOMO. An ache squeezed her chest. The excitement of a fun evening out, of no worries weighing you down—what’s that like? I wish I could remember.

      She hid her frown, replacing it with a more weekend-appropriate grin. Smiley Riley, her classmates called her thanks to her sunny, upbeat personality and her fun social media feeds, which told a happy tale of walking shelter dogs, her job at Sephora and internship at BBC Studios, and life in New York City. She had achieved excellent grades in college, had three ride-or-die friendships in Piper, Casey, and Erika, and a mom who made Lorelai Gilmore look like a parenting slacker.

      But Riley’s put-together persona and outer cheeriness had become a well-rehearsed act, honed to near perfection. Underneath the happy-go-lucky façade, the real Riley was hurting and treading water, struggling to stay afloat amid tumultuous waves of sadness and despair.

      Riley’s feelings weren’t new. Her mom, Maggie, first noticed something wasn’t right during Riley’s junior year of high school. Hanging out with Erika and their friends, her fun-loving daughter was happy and energetic, but when they weren’t around, Riley seemed adrift, slipping into a downward spiral of hopelessness. She lost interest in things she loved like reading, playing board games, and researching family trees with her mom, her indifference leading to hours spent alone behind her bedroom door. Every time Maggie asked what was bothering her, Riley denied anything was wrong, but she eventually agreed to see a psychologist if her mother would stop nagging. The diagnosis was a surprise: smiling depression. “That’s a thing?” Riley had asked the therapist. The strange dichotomy fit her perfectly, though: smiling on the outside, hiding her dark feelings inside. That was the thing—Riley never looked depressed. Always neatly dressed, always encouraging and thoughtful toward others; none of her friends had a clue.

      After a dozen therapy sessions, Riley said she felt better and stopped going. Favorite activities resumed with her mom and she spent less time alone, but she still experienced crushing bouts of feeling lost, sad, and lonely. Riley vowed to control her emotions without therapy or involving Maggie—she refused to become a burden for her mom—so she pledged to be shiny and smiley even if she was hurting and battling a nagging emptiness inside. Her illness would remain invisible. No one likes a Debbie Downer. Keep it together, girl.

      Faking it, Riley believed she had fooled everyone and wanted to keep it that way. Her mask never slipped, but today on the bus, had Ben—somehow—seen through her façade? ‘You’re really bummed. Something’s bothering you. Let me cheer you up.’

      Her eyes left her phone, landing on her four-storey building and its zigzagging fire escapes a few doors away. Located above the blindingly bright yellow awning of Funky Town, an East Village shop with an extensive selection of heavy metal t-shirts, her apartment—lovingly labeled ‘the shoebox’ by Piper—offered a cramped yet convenient home on the fringes of NYU’s campus. It also placed Riley in the midst of what had arguably been New York City’s hippest street, once upon a time. Today, its quirky glory was faded and grimy, its rebellious counter-culture vibe relegated to its remaining hold-outs—vintage clothing stores, piercing places, and bong shops—but there was no debating the street’s illustrious pedigree. In its heyday, hippies, punks, and famous trail blazers like artist Andy Warhol and singer Debbie Harry had guaranteed St. Mark’s place in pop culture history.

      In the midst of the karaoke bars and tattoo parlors, Riley spotted Piper Paisley scrolling through her phone, its screen lending a harsh glow to her pretty face. Wrapped in her pink faux-fur coat and wearing a sparkly silver mini-dress and oversized plastic sunglasses—at 8:15 p.m.—Piper looked like 1960s New York it girl, Edie Sedgwick. Her bleached blonde pixie cut and pointy-toed three-inch heels left no doubt that she was channeling Andy Warhol’s famed muse from head to toe, but on her own terms. She accessorized her outfit with a devil-may-care joie de vivre few college seniors could pull off. Eyes closed, lost in her favorite Japanese pop—Pizzicato Five—trilling through her headphones, Piper was oblivious to the merrymakers spilling out of an Irish pub, lobbing offers of drinks from across the street.

      “Piper.” Riley’s mitten nudged her friend’s fluffy shoulder.

      Piper bucked to attention. “What the f—?” Her glossy sneer stretched into a crooked smile. “Yay! Finally!” She yanked away her music and sunglasses, revealing heavily kohl-lined eyes, another Edie signature.

      “It’s your fault. You sent me on a wild goose chase for gingerbread spread and cheesy crackers.”

      “Did you get them?”

      “Sold out.”

      Piper sighed.

      “How’s your asthma—” Riley’s phone broke out into Sia’s “Chandelier”. Her eyes dipped down to the lit screen. Josh.

      “Yo, Pink Lady!” Across the street, a tall guy wearing an oversized felt St. Patrick’s Day hat flicked his cigarette to the curb and hollered over the passing cars. “Looking at you, I feel like the Republic of Ireland—you know why?”

      “God, where’s this going?” Snapping her gum, Piper jutted out a sparkly hip.

      Riley searched her tote for her puffin keychain. “No clue.”

      The guy pointed at his khakis. “Looking at you, my dick is Dublin!” His friends howled with dirty laughter.

      Riley grimaced. “Nice to see your future husband decided to join us, Pip.”

      “Ugh.” Piper groaned, following Riley to her building’s brown metal door. “How do I attract these losers?”

      “Another bad date last night?” Riley unlocked the door and held it open.

      “Yup.” Picking up Riley’s case, Piper carried it inside. “He invited me back to watch a movie. It was—cringe—his own sex tape with two girls.”

      “Eww!” Riley checked her mailbox. “So not sexy!”

      “Seriously!” Piper set Riley’s suitcase by her feet and stuck a hand in her MoMA tote, pulling out an asthma inhaler. “I hit it off with guys on apps, we chat for freakin’ forever, but then if—IF—we go on a date, they turn out to be shower dodgers, impotent, or fans of dick pics.” She strangled the inhaler, shaking it violently.

      “Maybe try a different app?”

      “Maybe, but I’ll have to add a ‘no threesomes’ note to my profile. Why do guys think if you’re bi, you’re desperate for a three-way?” Piper stuck the mouthpiece between her lips and plunged the canister, releasing a puff of medication.

      “Blame porn,” said Riley, her fingers sifting through a stack of mail and fast food flyers.

      “I’ve never had this problem with women.” Stashing her inhaler in her tote, Piper swiped a flyer from Riley’s hands. “Oh, yum! Let’s go grab falafel before bar hopping!”

      I can’t afford that. Riley swallowed heavily and stared at two business-size envelopes, a red ‘PAST DUE’ screaming for attention. I’m drowning. The mail in her hands didn’t go unnoticed by Piper.

      “You know what…” She dropped the flyer into the vestibule’s trash can and shifted her weight onto her right foot. “These shoes? Blister fucking central! Can we stay in?”

      Piper was lying, but Riley loved her for it. “I can make us nachos?”

      “And I have tequila.” Piper patted her tote. “Who needs green beer and drunk fuckboys?”

      They climbed several flights of stairs to the third floor, the smell of weed and stale pizza embedded in the wallpaper. Once inside, Riley flipped the light switch and abandoned her Strand tote and pink case by the door. There was nowhere else they could go. Her home wasn’t a really an apartment. It was more like a claustrophobic dorm room—a ninety-square-foot sliver with a communal bathroom down the hall and no kitchen—but at a fraction of dorm room prices. At least the large, curtain-covered window facing the street gave the promise of breathing space beyond the four walls.

      Riley hung her parka on the back of the door and removed her boots. She whipped off her sweater, the only way to avoid sweating to death at the hands of the room’s overzealous heater. Pulling down the creeping hem of her tank top, she turned on the faucet of the tiny sink wedged in the corner, the water pipes moaning as she washed the subway off her hands. “Toaster oven nachos coming up!” She tugged open her mini fridge, home to a carton of milk, a chunk of slightly moldy cheese, a jar of salsa, lemonade, and little else. That’ll do. Stretching up on tiptoes, she rooted through cereal boxes, glassware, and dishes hogging two wall-mounted shelves. Her sock-covered heels returned to the hardwood floor, which creaked its displeasure. “No tortilla chips, but”—she held a bag and a box—“I have plain potato chips and Corn Chex cereal—that works, right?”

      Piper kicked off her shoes. “After eating Chef Boyardee ABCs the past four days, potato chip nachos are haute cuisine.” She wrestled the tequila from her bag, proudly setting it on the counter hovering over the fridge. Making herself at home, Piper grabbed two glasses and twisted off the bottle’s lid, pouring equal measures. A splash of lemonade and her bartending job was done. “Cheers, lady.” Glass aloft, she backed up, bumping into the ladder that led to Riley’s bed—a twin mattress suspended overhead. Elevating the bed gifted Riley enough space to have a compact loveseat underneath, and across from it, a narrow chest of drawers topped with her PEZ dispenser collection. A clothing rail leaned against the remainder of the wall, plastered with photos of friends and family.

      “Cheers, Pip.” Riley swallowed a large mouthful and winced, removing a plate and some foil from her shelves. She didn’t expect Piper to help with the cooking; her place was too cramped to even go there. “Hey, did you order your cap and gown yet?”

      “Yup. Can’t wait to rock that tassel.” Piper sucked in her stomach and inched through the tight path between Riley’s hanging clothes and the poles holding up her bed. She set her drink on a plastic milk crate—an improvised coffee table—and swept the blue curtain aside, grunting as she heaved open the window. “Did you?”

      “I will after payday.”

      Piper spun around, snatching the TV remote. Pointing it at the small television clinging to the wall, she pulled up Netflix, the password to which she’d shared willingly with Riley and their friend Casey. “See this? Season two of Lairds and Liars has been added. My little Scottish heart is dying for another highland fling!”

      “Been there, done that!” Riley laughed, arranging chips and cereal on the foil-lined plate. “Mom and I binge-watched. Hope they add season three soon.”

      Piper shrugged off her coat and reached under her dress, pulling down her black tights. “Your super sucks. It’s still a sauna in here, gross!”

      “He won’t fix anything until I pay the rest of last month’s rent. I might get a second job. I was looking at tutoring or babysitting⁠—”

      “With what time? You have to sleep, you know!” Piper yanked the tights from her sweaty feet, her eyes flitting to the TV. “Ahh, Mark Keegan—ooh, I would!” Captivated by the raven-haired Irish actor portraying an 18th-century Scot, she sank into the loveseat, digging her toes into the shaggy throw rug.

      “Who wouldn’t?” Riley peeked at the TV, catching her favorite actor. “Even Casey would. His man-crush is out of control.” Despite Casey’s admiration for Mark Keegan, he was wholeheartedly a heterosexual male—albeit one who hadn’t dated or had sex in over two years.

      “Well, he’s got to have some fun,” said Piper. “Imagine swearing off booze, sex, and girls? The freak. I know he probably got a hard-on when he heard his documentary was accepted to the Tribeca Film Festival, but come on! Live a little, dude.”

      Casey Hernandez was the Monica to Riley and Piper’s Rachel and Phoebe, the third member of their Tisch trinity. A dog lover, a coffee fanatic, and an expert at winning stuffed toys from claw machines, Casey had dreams of becoming a documentary filmmaker. He and Riley had one awkward date during freshman year but realized they didn’t want to mess up their friendship. Months later, Riley started dating Josh, and Casey began a short-lived relationship with a communications major who broke his heart when she was caught in the restroom of his favorite pub, straddling the bartender. He gave up booze and dating that night, vowing to pour all his passion into his film and television degree, and his volunteer work at an East Village no-kill animal rescue. Skipping St. Patrick’s celebrations, he was busy editing his latest documentary.

      Piper stared at the TV. “Have you seen photos of Mark’s girlfriend?”

      “Yeah, she’s pretty—and American.” Riley chopped off the cheddar’s moldy corners.

      “Lucky bitch.” Piper nodded.

      Sia burst out into song from Riley’s phone again. She glanced at the screen glowing beside the cutting board and ignored it, lifting the cheese grater off its hook. “We’ll work on your dating profile tonight.”

      “No, we’re discussing North Dakota.”

      “Piper—”

      “That’s Josh, right? Calling again? He’s so predictable, so annoying.”

      “He feels bad,” said Riley. “I barely saw him. All he did was eat, sleep, hockey—repeat.”

      “Like I said, predictable…and annoying. At least you got something out of it—God, I miss sex.”

      “We only did it twice.”

      “But he made sure you came, right?” asked Piper.

      “Pip…!”

      “So, that’s a no, then⁠—”

      “He had early morning practices.”

      “Like that’s an excuse for ignoring your needs. Did you go with him?”

      Riley shook her head. “His coach has a girlfriend ban before a big tournament. He thinks the players won’t sleep, so I couldn’t show up.” She tortured the block of cheese, pressing it hard against the grater’s metal spikes. “It’s my fault. I should’ve visited another time.”

      “Wait, wait—everything you’re saying is total crap AND grounds for dumping.” Piper set down her drink and counted on her fingers. “Selfishness between the sheets, hiding you away from the world, putting a stupid sport ahead of you? That’s three strikes—you’re OUT!”

      “Wrong sport, Pip.”

      “Oh, whatever!” Her voice spiked. “You ignored what we discussed, so what was the point of going to North Dakota? To be ignored? Better get used to it, Rye. PuckHead loves his hockey stick more than he loves you—fact.”

      “Please, dramatic much?” Riley laughed, sprinkling cheese on the potato chips. Piper always went way over the top with digs at Josh. “He needs to focus on playing well so the Wild’s scouts⁠—”

      “Rye, stop it.”

      “What?”

      “Stop making excuses, convincing yourself you’re happy with him. You did the same thing at Christmas.”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      “Hello? Last fall? After every FaceTime call? You’d complain—‘Josh doesn’t listen, Josh changes the subject when I mention LA’—Every. Single. Time. Then he came home for Christmas, and I don’t know what magic he worked on you, but you babbled on about how amazing he was, walking shelter dogs with you, going skating⁠—”

      “Things were good at Christmas. He was like old Josh⁠—”

      “Yeah, but most of the time he’s new Josh: self-absorbed, pushy, and increasingly arrogant. You finally clued in after winter break. All the doubts⁠—”

      “Piper—”

      “You said nothing had changed—Josh hadn’t changed. God, the earache you gave me! I was so relieved when you said you’d dump him on spring break.”

      “I never said I’d dump him.” Riley yanked a spoon from a glass stuffed with cutlery.

      “Not in so many words⁠—”

      “No, what I said was, I might suggest we take a break.”

      “Whatever. The reason’s the same: you’re not happy with him.”

      “Not all the time, no, but I think that’s normal.” Riley cracked open the salsa and swirled the spoon around the half-empty jar.

      “Oh, come on!” Piper rolled her eyes. “Any guy who puts his career plans before my best friend can go fuck himself—not you!”

      “Piper, three years together is a long time. You just don’t throw a relationship away when things get rough. You work through it.” Riley slopped salsa over the cheese and chips.

      “Just because my longest relationship only lasted two months doesn’t mean I don’t understand.”

      “Yeah, but you don’t.” Riley huffed, a tightness squeezing her jaw.

      “But I understand you.” Piper lifted the remote, muting Mark. “I know you’ve been feeling down lately. I know you’re scared, and I would be too if I were you, but you’re not alone. You’ve got me and Casey. We’re your family. I know we’re dysfunctional as fuck, but we love you, ’kay? You don’t need that selfish idiot.”

      Piper, you don’t know the half of it…

      “No matter how he spins it⁠—”

      “Josh proposed.” Her words hung in the air, freezing the room into silence.
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      Her spoon clanked loudly on the counter. Fuck. I didn’t want to tell her like that.

      “What?!” Piper snapped her gum and dropped the remote. “Did you say yes?”

      Riley opened her mouth, about to say something, but settled into a silent pout. She scattered more cheese and then stopped, her eyes fixed on the plate. “I was going to suggest we take a break. With everything going on, I thought we could both use some space, focus on school and stuff without the constant obligation of checking in with each other every day. Then after graduation, we could see if we wanted the same things—see if we wanted to stay together.” She spun the plate around, her finger trailing along its edge. “On Thursday, we were alone—finally—and I think he sensed something was up. He took me out for a surprise meal. Fucking great, right? I’d have to do it in a public place. Not ideal, but I was running out of chances since he’d be playing hockey again the next day…but before I could say anything, he asked me. I couldn’t believe it! He got down on one knee with two packages of Reese’s⁠—”

      “That’s lame.”

      “He had a toy ring underneath the candy. He said he loved me so much he couldn’t wait any longer to make things official. He doesn’t want to spend another winter without me and…” Her eyes drifted across the wall, settling on her Lairds and Liars calendar.

      “And what?”

      “He said…” As Riley shifted her weight from foot to foot, the floorboards creaked underneath her socks. “He said when he signs with the Wild this spring, he’ll take care of everything…bills and all that…”

      “He what?” Piper squinted at the mail on top of Riley’s suitcase. “Oh, so now he’s bribing you? Fucker⁠—”

      “He’s not bribing me. It’s what committed couples do, Pip. They support each other emotionally, physically—financially. He says he doesn’t want me to worry⁠—”

      “Worry? Jeez, it’s a bit too late for that. My God! Be still my cold heart. Josh is such a romantic.” Piper curled her lip. “The manipulative dick, I’d like to cut⁠—”

      “His balls off—yeah, you’ve told me a million times.”

      The veins in Piper’s neck bulged. “He’s totally playing with your emotions!”

      Riley opened the toaster oven and slid the nachos inside. “No, if anything, he’s being…practical. He knows we’ve grown apart because of the distance, and he knows how desperate I—” Her words stopped abruptly as tears began to sting her eyes.

      “Aww, don’t sweetie.” Hopping to her feet, Piper swerved around the ladder and wrapped herself around her best friend. “I didn’t mean to make you cry. It’s just…” She paused, choosing her words carefully. “Josh complicating matters isn’t helping.”

      “Don’t you think I know that?” Wiping her nose, Riley withdrew from the hug and retreated to the fridge. Leaning down, her tired, watery eyes searched its bare interior. “My worst nightmare’s coming true and there’s nothing I can do to stop it, but Josh’s money might make a difference.”

      “Why don’t you ask Erika instead?”

      Riley selected a crusty bottle of ranch dressing and closed the door. “I know we joke about her being loaded, but it’s Scott’s money, not hers—and besides, they’re saving for their wedding.” She opened the lid and sniffed the contents.

      “Yeah, which will cost the same as two years’ tuition and be splashed over Page Six—the hockey star and his ballerina princess.”

      “She hasn’t danced for years, Pip. You wear more tutus than she does.”

      “I’m just saying you could ask. She’s got money to burn.”

      Riley left the bottle on the counter. “No way. Talk about putting her in a really awkward position. I can’t do that to her. And Josh offered⁠—”

      “Yeah, putting YOU in a really awkward position. Funny how he never made that kind of financial offer before⁠—”

      “He didn’t have money before!” Riley pulled open the toaster oven, peering at the bubbling pool of cheese. “He won’t actually get it until he signs with the Wild after graduation.”

      “He was drafted three years ago, right?” Piper hovered, chasing breaths as her voice grew louder. “He’s known about this signing bonus he

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/social-facebook-screen.png





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/kirkwall-books-logo.jpg
KIRKWALL
BOOKS






OEBPS/images/social-goodreads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/social-instagram-screen.png





OEBPS/images/titlepage-utlsf-jpg-export.jpg
CC{//MW
last: star

A NOVEL

JACQUELYN MIDDLETON

KIRKWALL
BOOKS





OEBPS/images/social-threads-screen.png





OEBPS/images/utlsf-final-cover.jpg
il

- KIRKUS HE“IEWS on

LONDON, CAN YOU WAIT?
- -

JACQUELY!
MIDDLETON






OEBPS/images/social-bookbub-screen.png





