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Chapter 1

Pink Doesn’t Ask Permission
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Piper did not go to the salon that Thursday because she wanted a new color.

She went because she needed to know whether she still had one decision left in her life that did not require approval.

The morning had been aggressively ordinary.

The coffee maker overflowed.

Piper heard the angry sputter before she smelled the burn and rushed into the kitchen with the speed of a woman saving not coffee, exactly, but the last remaining illusion of control.

Her tights ripped at the big toe.

Nikolai stood in front of the open refrigerator wearing the shirt she had taken off the drying rack the night before. He was looking past her at the empty shelf.

“Did you pay the internet bill?”

Piper froze with a damp dish towel in her hand.

Not good morning.

Not a kiss on the temple.

Not how did you sleep.

The internet bill.

She looked at him a second longer than the question required.

“I’ll pay it today.”

“Just don’t forget,” he said, and shut the refrigerator.

He did not say it cruelly.

That was the whole problem.

He said it normally.

Calmly.

The way people talked about bills, bread, trash bags, and other household things they had stopped really seeing.

Piper wiped the stove. Then the stain on her sleeve. Then the same clean spot on the stove again.

Two hours later, she was sitting in a salon chair under a black cape, watching someone else’s trimmed hair slide down onto her lap. The air smelled like dye, shampoo, hot blow dryers, and conversations where nobody told the whole truth.

The stylist opened the color book in front of her.

Row after row.

Copper.

Caramel.

Ash brown.

Chestnut.

Colors that knew how to behave.

Colors for women who knew when to smile, when to stay quiet, and how to change just enough that no one got nervous.

And then there it was.

Pink.

Bright.

Cool.

Almost neon.

A color that walked into a room before she did.

The stylist stopped her finger over the swatch and met Piper’s eyes in the mirror.

“Are you sure?”

Piper looked at herself.

At the neat brown hair she had worn for years.

At the sensible blouse.

At the face of a person who knew how to answer work emails politely after six p.m., even though after six p.m. it was no longer work. It was a tiny work emergency with attachments.

At the expression she had worn for far too long while calling “fine” what was actually “I have not died of boredom yet.”

She had spent her entire adult life choosing not what she wanted, she realized.

But what was easiest to explain.

“I think if I don’t do it now, I’ll become one of those women who says maybe next month for the rest of her life.”

The stylist blinked.

Once.

Then she nodded with the calm of a woman who had clearly heard a lot of emotional emergencies disguised as hair decisions.

“So we’re doing bright pink?”

Piper smiled for the first time that day.

“Obviously.”

The word sounded far too confident for someone who had not been able to answer an internet-bill question without internally leaving the country.

But Piper decided not to interrupt herself.

A few hours later, the blow dryer hummed near her ear, the stylist pulled the towel from her shoulders, and the first real pink strand slid across the pale cape.

Piper laughed.

Not because the color was funny.

Because it was honest.

Bright.

Impolite.

Completely wrong for a woman who had spent years choosing practical, neutral, and please do not make me noticeable.

The stylist adjusted a piece near her face.

“It suits you.”

Piper looked at her reflection and did not think about hair.

She thought about how strange life was. Sometimes all it took was one color to make you see how many years you had spent asking permission.

From a man.

From a boss.

From your mother.

From your own fear, which somehow always sounded like a reasonable woman.

The mirror said nothing.

For the first time in a long while, the silence did not feel like a no.

“Yes,” Piper said softly. “I think it does.”

Two weeks later, she was sitting at Gate 14 with one suitcase, one backpack, a one-way ticket south toward the ocean, and no return flight.

No return flight sounded bold.

In reality, it meant she had refreshed the booking page three times, gotten sweaty, closed her laptop, opened it again, and whispered, “Okay, fine.”

Women in movies stared into the distance at moments like that.

Piper checked for the seventh time that her ID was still in the inner pocket.

The night before, her mother had called while Piper stood in the middle of her almost-empty kitchen.

The apartment sounded different already.

Where the table had been, a pale rectangle remained on the floor. On the shelf where the mugs used to live, there was only a dusty line. Near the window, the corner that had held her plant sat bare.

She had given the plant to her neighbor.

Somehow, the plant had looked more rooted than she did.

“You don’t even know how long you’re going for,” her mother said.

“That’s kind of the point.”

“That is not a point. That is what college students say before ruining their lives.”

Piper looked at the lease termination papers on the counter. Beside them lay a pen that had stopped working exactly when she needed to sign. Very on brand for her life.

“Mom, I’m thirty-three.”

“And?”

“And if I stay here much longer, I’m going to disappear. I’ll still technically go to work and pay bills and buy groceries, but that’s not the same thing as being alive.”

The line went quiet.

Not offended quiet.

Mother quiet.

Heavy quiet.

The silence of a woman who had once wanted another life too, then chose endurance and called it character.

Then her mother sighed.

“Is this because of him?”

Piper looked out the window.

The parking lot below was gray and flat. A line of ordinary cars. A man in office shoes carried takeout across the pavement with the defeated posture of someone who had already agreed to everything that would happen tomorrow.

“No,” Piper said. “It’s because of me.”

That was true.

Almost.

Nikolai had not broken her heart beautifully.

There had been no big fight.

No betrayal she could point to and say, this is where it ended.

No door slammed hard enough for the neighbors to look up.

No single scene that split life into before and after.

They had something worse.

Something quieter.

Twelve years of almost.

At first, they had called it stability.

Two toothbrushes in a cup.

His keys on the table.

Her hand cream near the sink.

Texts like can you get bread and I’ll be late.

Evenings where they sat beside each other, each on a phone, and somehow that counted as closeness.

Then even stability got tired.

They stopped asking each other about dreams because answers might require action.

They stopped arguing about the future because arguing over something that did not exist felt humiliating.

They stopped noticing that nothing was moving.

They were not building a life.

They were just very carefully not destroying the old one.

At some point, Piper realized she could no longer imagine marrying him.

She could not imagine leaving him either.

She could not imagine becoming anyone else beside him.

They had turned into two people living inside a habit, as if the habit itself were the relationship.

When she finally told him that she thought she needed something different, Nikolai looked at her as if she had mildly spoiled the evening.

“What exactly?”

That was the problem.

She could not explain it in adult language.

Not without sounding ridiculous.

Not without sounding ungrateful.

Not without admitting that after all these years, she did not want an improved version of the same life.

She wanted a life that felt even slightly like her own.

So Piper said the only clean thing she could say.

“I want to hear my own thoughts again.”

Nikolai gave a short laugh.

Not mean.

Automatic.

The way people sometimes react to someone else’s truth when it makes the couch less comfortable.

“Piper, everyone feels stuck sometimes.”

Maybe.

Probably everyone did.

But not everyone woke up every morning feeling like their real life was standing outside the door, waiting for them to finally leave the room.

Now Piper sat at Gate 14, her bright pink hair falling over the shoulder of her denim jacket.

A paper cup of coffee cooled in her hand.

The lid was not on properly, and a small bead of coffee was creeping down the side. Piper watched it with the intense focus of someone who could handle spilled coffee more easily than her entire life.

Her suitcase stood by her feet.

One of the wheels kept turning in the wrong direction, as if even her luggage had concerns about the plan.

Her backpack sat on her knees, packed with documents, a charger, two books, a spare T-shirt, and the strange certainty that she had done something reckless enough to save herself.

Around her, people scrolled through phones, yawned, whispered about boarding groups, unpacked snacks for children, checked work messages, and zipped bags they would unzip again in six minutes.

The airport went on being an airport.

Boards blinked.

Suitcases rolled.

Announcements dissolved under the ceiling.

Someone’s children laughed.

Someone’s adults looked like they had not laughed in a very long time.

Piper watched all of it and, for the first time in years, felt like she belonged to no one.

She was not healed or reborn or dramatically transformed under airport lighting.

She was simply free from someone else’s schedule.

It was not happiness.

Not yet.

More like a small click in a lock.

Her phone buzzed.

Mom.

Piper looked at the screen, exhaled, and answered.

“Are you boarding?”

“Not yet.”

A pause.

“Your aunt says those ocean places are full of men with tattoos and no real plans.”

Piper smiled into her coffee cup.

“That sounds like marketing.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.”

Her mother went quiet again.

Piper could picture her in the kitchen: robe, mug by the sink, phone pressed to her ear, looking out the window where nothing in particular was happening, though somehow that was the most convenient place to worry.

Then her mother said, more softly, “You can come back anytime.”

There it was.

The lifeline.

Not judgment, not exactly.

Love dressed up as doubt.

Piper looked up at the huge window. Outside, the planes stood white and calm in the pale daylight, as if they knew exactly where they were going and never did strange things on a Thursday after a hair appointment.

“I know,” Piper said. “But I really don’t want to.”

Another silence.

Shorter this time.

“So what exactly are you planning to do there?”

Piper leaned back in her chair.

She could say, I’m going to nanny for a family first, then see what happens.

She could say, I rented a small room, and I’ll swim when I can, and I’ll try not to be afraid of my own life.

She could say, I’m going to breathe.

Too much.

Too theatrical.

Her mother would absolutely say, “You can breathe here without buying a plane ticket.”

Piper looked down at her boarding pass.

Only her name was printed there.

For the first time in a long time, that felt like enough.

“I want to know who I am when I’m not waiting to be chosen.”

Her mother did not answer right away.

When she finally spoke, her voice had softened.

“You always did know how to make things sound dramatic.”

Piper smiled.

“And you still called.”

“I’m your mother. I am contractually obligated to imagine the worst-case scenario.”

“Then imagine me in a sundress by the ocean.”

“That sounds better than your office.”

Yes.

It sounded significantly better than her office.

Her office smelled like hot printer paper, carpet cleaner, and panic everyone insisted on calling professionalism.

Glass conference rooms.

Rows of identical desks.

Birthday cake eaten standing up with plastic forks.

Women with tired faces saying I just wanted to circle back as if civilization depended on it.

Men who got praised for confidence when sometimes they were simply louder than everyone else.

Whole mornings disappeared into presentations no one remembered after lunch.

Piper had been good at it.

Maybe that was the saddest part.

She knew how to be useful.

She knew how to be easy.

She knew how to anticipate what people needed and hand it over before they had to ask.

But somewhere between emails, meetings, laundry, automatic dinners, and a relationship no one ended because no one wanted to start the conversation first, she had forgotten what it felt like to be alive without having to justify it to anyone.

Boarding was announced.

The people around her began to stir.

Someone stood up too fast, as if the plane might leave without the rest of them.

Someone started digging through a bag for an ID with the expression of a person whose ID might have escaped.

A child in the next row asked why airplanes did not look more like birds, and the adult beside him answered something tired without looking up from a phone.

Piper looked at her suitcase.

Her backpack.

The pink strand that had fallen over her sleeve.

All her old laters had somehow fit into one boarding pass.

“Mom,” she said. “I have to go.”

“Okay. Call me when you land.”

“I will.”

“And Piper?”

“Yes?”

Her mother paused for a second.

“Pink hair doesn’t make you a different person.”

Piper stood, slung her backpack over one shoulder, and took the suitcase handle.

The wheel jerked sideways again.

She nudged it straight with her foot.

Outside the glass, the plane waited at the jet bridge.

The line moved slowly in front of her: other people’s backs, other people’s bags, other people’s lives, each with its own destination.

Piper smiled.

“No,” she said. “But it already makes me visible.”

Her mother exhaled softly into the phone.

Piper did not explain.

She slipped the phone into her pocket and stepped into line.

In the glass beside the jet bridge, she caught the reflection of a woman with pink hair, a denim jacket, and a face that was still afraid.

But already moving.

Piper tightened her hand around the suitcase handle.

Her mother’s voice was gone now.

But the doubt it left behind still walked beside her.

Ahead, the narrow bright corridor opened toward the plane.

She was still scared.

But she was already going.
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Chapter 2

Freedom Calls Her Mother Too
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The first thing Piper learned about starting over by the ocean was that freedom looked much more convincing in pictures.

In pictures, it came with soft light, white houses with porches, bicycles with baskets, floaty dresses, and sunsets that made it look as if the universe had suddenly hired a stylist.

In real life, freedom was humid.

It stuck to her back.

It crawled under her collar.

It made her hair look even brighter, her face look even more confused, and the suitcase that had seemed perfectly reasonable at home turn into a personal enemy with wheels.

Piper dragged it along the uneven sidewalk, trying to look like a woman who knew exactly what she was doing.

She was doing a medium job.

One suitcase wheel caught in a crack between the paving stones.

Piper pulled.

The suitcase pulled back.

A small scooter zipped past close enough to almost clip her elbow, and the driver did not even turn around. Apparently, traffic laws in this town existed less as rules and more as a general mood.

“Great,” Piper muttered. “Freedom is already trying to run me over.”

A tiny lizard shot across the white wall beside the door and froze under the porch light.

It looked at Piper as if it had already seen what was about to happen and had chosen not to help.

Piper stopped outside the door of her rental room, set down the suitcase, took out her phone, and opened the message from the owner.

Super easy! Enter the code, give the box a little shake, and pull :)

Piper hated smiley faces from people who were not physically present.

She entered the code.

The numbers clicked.

The lid did not open.

She entered the code again, slower this time.

The lid still did not move.

Piper gave the little lockbox a shake. Keys jingled inside, clearly alive but uninterested in freedom.

The lizard did not blink.

“I can see you enjoying this,” Piper said.

The lizard remained where it was.

Piper entered the code a third time, pulled harder, then harder, then too hard, and nearly hit herself in the chin with the lockbox.

It was hot.

Her suitcase was leaning at an accusatory angle.

The denim jacket that had looked so confident at the airport was now draped over her arm like something she had brought from another life out of politeness.

When the lid finally gave way, Piper was sweaty, angry, and emotional enough to fly home out of spite.

Instead, she took the key, unlocked the door, and stepped inside.

The room was so aggressively beachy it looked as if it had been decorated by someone going through a breakup with normal furniture.

White wicker chair.

Turquoise pillows.

A framed starfish.

Curtains with seashells.

And a small wooden sign on the wall that said:

SEAS THE DAY.

Piper dropped her suitcase and laughed.

Because her only other option was admitting she had flown this far to live inside a scented candle.

The room was small, but clean.

A bed by the window.

A ceiling fan pushing warm air around with no particular ambition.

A narrow dresser.

A full-length mirror leaning against the wall like it was also staying temporarily.

Behind the thin curtains, she could see a bright square of sky and the tops of palm trees shifting in the wind.

Piper stood in the middle of the room and listened to the quiet.

Nikolai was not here.

The office was not here.

No one was asking where the butter was, even though it had been in the same cabinet for five years.

There was only heat.

The fan.

The light.

And her pink hair in the mirror, too bright against her tired face.

Piper walked over and looked at herself properly.

The woman in the reflection had made a brave decision.

She just had not emotionally arrived at it yet.

“Okay,” she said. “Now what?”

Her reflection did not answer.

The ceiling fan made one slow circle overhead, looking equally unwilling to promise anything.

The next two days passed strangely.

Not fast.

Not slow.

Sideways.

Piper slept off the travel, lost track of time, drank water straight from the bottle, and woke up for the first time in years without a work alarm.

On the first morning, she opened her eyes and lay still for several seconds, waiting for the usual sounds.

Email.

Alarm.

Someone breathing beside her.

Sometimes Nikolai snored so quietly it almost counted as cozy. Other times, he would elbow her by accident in the middle of the night and remember nothing in the morning.

Here, no one snored.

No one elbowed her.

No one asked why she was still in bed.

The ceiling fan turned above her, palm leaves rustled outside, and her new life did not demand that she be impressive immediately.

It was nice.

Suspiciously nice.

Piper went out for coffee twice, got lost once three blocks from the house, bought too many mangoes and not nearly enough real food, and by the second evening found herself talking out loud to the refrigerator.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she told the empty shelf. “I just got here.”

The refrigerator said nothing.

On the third day, she started her first nanny job.

The house sat in a quiet neighborhood not far from the water, pale yellow, with a wide porch and bushes by the steps that had clearly witnessed more family drama than they were willing to discuss.

There were two girls.

Six and eight.

The younger one, Emma, believed with absolute seriousness that fairy wings were appropriate for all life events, including breakfast.

The older one, Zoe, looked at the world with the heavy exhaustion of a tiny adult who had already realized too many people were incompetent.

Their mother, Rebecca, moved around the kitchen in an expensive matching workout set and the kind of tightly managed anxiety that suggested her whole life was scheduled by the minute and someone kept trying to add
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