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‘The warmth and humor of The Enchanted Hacienda immediately cast a spell over me. A novel full of heart and family, The Enchanted Hacienda crafts a charming story of family, love, legacy, and self-discovery. If I could have moved in with Harlow and the entire Estrada clan, I would have done so without hesitation. Exhibiting the rarest of alchemies, The Enchanted Hacienda is a delightful, funny, and uplifting novel with the perfect amount of heat’

Katy Hays, New York Times bestselling author

‘A radiant tale that satisfies the heart along with the part of us – big or small – that believes in magic. This story had me rooting for love in all its forms. I was easily charmed by the Estrada family and their dreamy hacienda filled with a rich history and woman-powered soul, a wondrous backdrop for blooming romance. This bewitching page turner is both a beauty and a delightful treat’

Diane Marie Brown

‘The Estrada women will bewitch your heart and make you believe in magic again. A sweeping journey from the flower fields of Mexico to the cobblestones of Montreal, The Enchanted Hacienda’s most adventurous tale is the one you’ll have with yourself. A beautiful reminder to be kind to ourselves as we await our time to bloom’

Carolyn Huynh

‘Cervantes has created a charming world, the kind of place that anyone would want to spend time . . . An enchantingly comfortable romantic dramedy’

Kirkus

‘Cervantes’ adult debut is a sensual tale of a young woman discovering herself, finding her passion, and falling in love. Lush descriptions abound, and the sweeping love story draws readers in. Fans of Zoraida Córdova and Alice Hoffman will feel at home in the Estrada family’s hacienda’

Booklist




About the Book
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Love and magic are more alike than you might think . . .

After losing her dream job and realising that her boyfriend is a jerk, Harlow Estrada decides to flee New York City and head back to the one place she can always call home – the enchanted Hacienda Estrada.

The Estrada family farm in Mexico houses an abundance of charmed flowers cultivated by the women in Harlow’s family. By harnessing the magic in these flowers, they can heal hearts, erase memories, and interpret dreams – powers that only Harlow lacks.

So, when her mother and aunt give her a special task involving the family’s magic and it goes wrong, she completely panics. Except maybe it’s not magic that Harlow is missing, but self-belief. And perhaps embracing her own unique gifts and opening her heart to a romance with a handsome stranger could be just what she needs to discover the power that has been within her all along.




For Joe

Thank you for the unforgettable line.

And if you happen to read this, I love you.
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Life doesn’t always turn out the way you expect it to.

Of course, you don’t begin to realize this until it’s too late and you’re sitting in your boss’s office being canned from a dream job.

“That’s it?” I say, blinking in astonishment against the afternoon light spilling in through the impressive floor-to-ceiling windows. “I’m just fired?”

“Not fired,” Stan says gently as he steals a glance at his watch. “Let go.”

I really hate semantics. Ironic for a book editor, I know. Ex book editor. And yeah, it’s at a small indie publisher, but damn if I don’t love it.

My eyes fall on the dreadfully limp orange lily on the windowsill behind him. Scientific name, Lilium, a flower with multiple meanings from beauty and birth to magnificence and majesty. But in this color, it can only mean dislike, hatred, revenge.

I want to laugh, wondering if Stan knows he’s got a dying bloom of revenge looking over his shoulder. Of course, I say nothing. I rarely tell people I spent my childhood summers on a lush and magical flower farm in Mexico, and I never mention that my family’s land grows enchanted blooms with the power to cast spells. First, people would question my grip on reality. Second, it’s a four-generation well-kept secret.

Stan’s gaze follows mine. “Yeah, I know I need to throw it out.”

“Lilies are used to break love spells or fend off spirits,” I say matter-of-factly. “Sometimes they’re used to keep visitors away.”

Stan turns back to me; an inquisitive expression passes over his pale face. “Did you study horticulture or something?”

“Or something,” I say, managing a ghost of a smile. I’m about to tell him it’s bad energy to keep a dying bloom around, but why bother?

“You’re such a great team member,” he goes on like he’s reading from a script. “But this is about seniority.” Then, as if he wants to wash his hands of the blood, “A decision from the top. . .out of my control really.”

I quickly do the mental calculations. I’m the only newbie unless you count that Kenny kid in publicity with the fancy-ass pens, who wears his pants an inch too short because he likes to show off his designer socks.

I pull my pride up off the floor, swallow, lift my chin and say, “Okay, so how does this work?” I’ve never been fired before unless you count that one time at KFC when I was a freshman in high school. “Do I get two weeks or. . .”

Stan fills in the or part of my question with, “I’m afraid not, Harlow. You need to clean out your desk today.” In my boss’s defense, he looks stricken, like he isn’t in the biz of firing starry-eyed twenty-seven-year-olds from their dream editing jobs. “But you can wait until the end of the day if you like, or. . .” He clears his throat twice. “Most everyone is out of the office at a bookseller meeting, so now might be. . .easier.”

I feel a cramp in my heart. Is that even possible?

“But what about my books?” I just acquired my first adult speculative novel. I imagine the beautiful heart-thundering manuscript sitting in my inbox, catching fire. A small voice rises inside of me. See? This is what you get for wanting too much.

“We’ll be reassigning your book.” He emphasizes the singular noun like an insult.

Reassign? That can only mean one thing: Charlotte with seniority and cold blood flowing through her reptile veins is going to get it, but she’ll never get it. She’ll never understand the magic sprinkled between each word, floating off each page.

A prickly heat rises up my chest, spreads across my neck. I can practically feel the red splotches popping up all over. I suddenly wish I had worn that cashmere turtleneck I just bought instead of this silk blouse.

“And I’m happy to write you a letter of recommendation. A glowing one,” Stan says like he just wants me to get out of his office so he can be done with the deed and go about his day of giving away my lifeblood to a lizard.

I drag myself to my cubicle and “clean out my desk.” It doesn’t take long. I leave a light footprint and only have a few personal items: a photo of me and my two sisters, Lily and Camilla, from our trip to the Swiss Alps last year, a Go Fast Don’t Die jacket from the back of my chair, and a vanilla candle my boyfriend, Chad, gave me that I hate the smell of so much I never burn it. Unfortunately, my only bag is a clutch that won’t fit all the contents of my professional life, so I snag a freebie canvas book bag from the back room and stuff my belongings inside. I catch the elevator, ride thirteen floors down, speed-walk through the lobby, and then have my breakdown the second the September sun hits my face.

The tears come; the blubbering isn’t too far behind. A few people stare at me with wide eyes, probably tourists. I collapse onto a bench and take deep breaths, trying to pep talk myself out of this one. It’s okay. I’ll find another job. It’ll be better with more opportunities.

My shoulders slump with each affirmation.

Who am I kidding? This was the job I had waited for, had risen at sunrise to get to the office early because I was so excited to be a part of this team.

Blubbering semi under control, I find my phone and dial Chad to tell him the news, to tell him to make me that tomato soup he’s so good at, the one he always accompanies with little grilled cheese strips for dunking.

“Hey, baby,” he says.

As soon as I hear his voice, the terror of putting into words what happened hits me like a grenade and I freeze.

“Harlow?”

“Can you. . .” I don’t know where to begin. I’m suddenly shaking and struggling to get words past the lump that’s taken up residence in my throat.

“What’s wrong?” he says, sounding alarmed. That’s Chad. He smells problems like a police dog sniffs out cocaine. I can already see how this is going to go. He’s going to begin with the surface “issue” of me getting fired and what that means for my career. Then he’ll go to the next layer and realize that a girlfriend with no job means reduced social status for him. He’ll never get to the deepest layer though. The shame and utter sadness I feel. So why was he my first call? Because I’m a lifetime subscriber to the Get It Over With channel. I just have to get the words out and then everything will feel better.

“Nothing. . . I just. . .” I take a long deep breath, and what comes out next sounds as broken as I feel. “Cannedcutbacksnoseniority.”

“Hang on,” Chad says, and I can hear him talking to someone in the background but it’s muffled like he has his hand over the phone. He’s probably clearing his paralegal or some other attorney out of his office so he can comfort me in privacy.

I hear someone phony laughing, and then, “Okay, I’m back. Are you sure they fired you?”

“Chad,” I say, wholly insulted as I begin walking to the subway. “I am absolutely sure.”

“I told you. . .publishing isn’t predictable.”

“Seriously?” Anger rises hot as I try to jerk my sunglasses free from my blouse’s neckline but they get tangled in a gold chain, and before I know it, I’ve pulled too hard and they fall to the ground. A lens pops out. “Shit!”

“Don’t be mad, I just mean that. . . I want you to be happy. Secure.”

Meaning an active member of society, worthy of a boyfriend who’s partner at Coryell, Stray, and Ball.

I retrieve my busted Guccis, and weave between a throng of schoolgirls in private school blazers and plaid skirts.

“Can you make me your tomato soup tonight?” I ask, hating how pathetic I sound, and probably look.

“Babe,” he says, like I’ve just asked him to slay his firstborn child. “Tonight is my big promotion dinner celebration. With the partners. Remember?”

All I hear are curt sentences, each carrying the weight of a single message: How could you forget?

I press my fingers to the bridge of my nose and squeeze. “Right. . . I. . .don’t think I can go.” I swallow hard, cursing the sun for being so damn bright. Doesn’t it know my life is putrefying on the sidewalk right now?

I am so not in the mood to hang out with the tightly wound, Rolex-sporting, inflated egos that Chad calls partners. I’d rather get salmonella.

“Harlow!” Chad practically hisses. “I need you there. We talked about this.”

I’m being selfish. I know I am. This is a big deal for him, and I can’t let my getting fired ruin that. And it doesn’t matter that I’m a heap of humiliation, and that I have to say goodbye to a book I fell in love with that Charlotte will edit to unreadable oblivion, and I’ll have to see it on bookshelves with her name in the acknowledgments and. . .

I stop the one-way train of pity party consciousness barreling through my head and do a mental reset. “My eyes are insanely puffy,” I say, reaching for witty, but coming up woefully short.

To Chad’s credit, he tries to match my tone. “You have a bathroom filled with eye creams.”

I manage a minuscule smile, so small a stranger might mistake it for a grimace.

Chad lowers his voice. “Come on, Harlow. It’s just for a few hours. A short reception then dinner. You don’t even have to stay for dessert.”

Except dessert is my favorite food group.

I nod. “Okay. You’re right. Sorry. . .”

“Meet me at five thirty? I’ll text the address.”

“It’s not black-tie, is it?” I would for sure remember that detail, given dress codes should be illegal in all fifty states.

“No, but elegant.” Code for the understated version of me. As in no leather, no smoky eyes, and NO heels that make me taller than Chad.

Check. Check. Check.

After we hang up, I wonder what I just apologized for. I wonder why Chad never said he was sorry that I just lost a job I loved.

By the time I get off the subway in the East Village, I’ve adopted a new resolve. A plan to pull myself together, at least for tonight. First step? I stop at a flower stand a few blocks from our apartment building. There isn’t much of a selection. To the average Joe, the stand is a plethora of vibrant colors, rows and rows of roses, carnations, hydrangeas, daisies, lilies, a few sad little peonies. But none of those send the exact right message that I’m looking for.

I pick out a trio of lovely sunflowers, bring a bloom to my nose and breathe in its clean earthy scent. I feel a sharp tug in my chest, a sort of homesickness I always feel when life throws me a curveball. After I pay for the bouquet, I head home, realizing that Chad doesn’t know the symbolism of the Helianthus, the sunflower: devotion, opportunity, ambition, happiness, and good luck but I’m sure he’ll appreciate the gesture.

If my mom or Tía had grown these in the enchanted soil of our family’s land, it might have taken months and would’ve required very specific conditions using very specific threads of magic. The real family power, though, is in how they combine blooms, or how they concoct elixirs, using petals, leaves, and stems to create prosperity, love, health, hope, protection, or even to cause separation, doubt, fear, and misery. It’s all so complicated and beautiful and alchemical, and the magic happened to skip me entirely. Unlike my two sisters and pair of primas and every other ancestress before me. And also, unlike my sisters and cousins, I wasn’t named for a flower.

My mom told us the story countless times when we were growing up: the Aztec goddess Mayahuel whispered the given names of each child in the family. So while my sisters are all named after beautiful blooms, I was given the very regrettable name that translates to heap of stones.

As I enter the small but bright postwar subdivided townhome with inlaid oak floors and oversize windows, my phone rings. It’s my younger sister Lily. She knows something is wrong. It’s both a curse and a blessing that the women in my family are so tightly woven together, connected by some unexplainable thread of energy that makes it really hard to have a private life. And right now, I don’t want to talk, to explain, or relive. Not when I have to de-puff my eyes and paint on a smile big enough to carry me through tonight’s painful, self-congratulatory my dick is bigger than yours conversations. A minute later, she sends a text.


What’s wrong?



I consider ignoring it, but then realize if I do, she’ll call my only real friend in the city, Laini, who bartends at a chic hotel downtown and is therefore free at this time of day to go on a wild escapade to locate me and confirm that I am alive and well, that indeed nada is wrong. So I reply, I busted my sunglasses.


And

And what?

I’m a dr. I can help.



Lil isn’t a shrink. She’s actually in her last year of OB-GYN residency in San Diego, but she’s an absolute fixer. If anyone has a problem, she thinks she can make it better. Need a vacation? She’ll book the whole thing for you. Mention you’re out of soap, she’ll ship decadent designer bars next day air. Tell her you’ve had a shit day? She’ll send a bartender friend over with two bottles of Macallan Rare Cask.


They teach you to fix shades in med school?

That’s like first year. Right before suturing hands—you know, same thing. Basically small instruments, precision items.



I can feel her smiling on the other side of that text, which only makes me smile too. Lmao ok. Mtg soon text you later.

I hate lying to her, but I can’t bring myself to initiate the Estrada Drama that I know is going to explode in my face once I tell her that I was “let go.” She’ll send me a plane ticket to come to San Diego so she can “fix” my life, which will likely include self-help books, time with her friends who have it “so much worse” than I do, and the ninety-minute life is too short harangue on why I should be writing books not editing them. Except how can I write anything if I have absolutely no idea where to start? If I can’t even find my own voice?

Her next message calls me out. You always text me during meetings. What’s wrong?


Nothing! Tired.

Is it Bad Chad?



I laugh in spite of myself. My sisters have never really warmed to Chad even though he’s a smart, well-employed, charming guy. So what that he likes to work. . .a lot, or that he doesn’t dance or watch comedies or like to travel outside of the country and has never been to our family farm in Mexico?

We’ve only been together nine-ish months, so it’s not like I’m ready to take him home anyway. Plus Hacienda Estrada is a surefire way to get someone to break up with you because once an outsider meets the family, gets our vibe, witnesses our bond, tastes our crazy, they run for the hills. And you better believe that my entire family (sans me) has employed the tactic successfully for the unrequited partner that can’t let go. Of course, it can have the opposite effect on the Keepers. Take Camilla for example. When she brought home the gallant Amir, she left with a rock on her finger, tied for life to the greatest guy in the universe who would burn down the world, himself included, for my sister. Deep down, I know the farm would never make Chad a Keeper.

I answer Lil’s question with one of my own.


Shouldn’t you be delivering babies or staring at a vagina?



She sends me a red heart. I send her my signature skull.

With a sigh, I tug off my heeled sandals. And as I make my way to the kitchen, I step out of my leather pencil skirt, slip off my silk blouse, lacy bra, and overpriced underwear so I can wrap myself in the feeling of glorious uninhibition. It’s the only time I can fully untangle all the threads that bind my speed-racer mind. My nude habit used to drive Chad out of his mind with lust. We always ended up twisted in the sheets, his needs met, me unsatisfied. Those were the good old days, which lasted approximately two months three days and sixteen hours. And then we became that couple who are scrolling on their phones over dinners in nice restaurants.

I place the sunflowers in a tall green vase, fill it with water, trying to remember their other symbolic meaning I can’t quite put my finger on as I set them on the entry table beneath a gilded mirror.

Black streaks of mascara are etched into my reddened cheeks; my ombre-dark hair spills out of the low knotted bun I so precisely created this morning. And my eyes are so tragically swollen, I look like I’ve gone a couple of rounds with a heavyweight boxer. It’s definitely going to take a few cosmetic miracles to pull myself into the decent understated shape.

“You’re not going to feel sorry for yourself,” I tell my reflection, forcing a stiff upper lip. “You’re going to pull your shit together, pull out the ice globes, pour a glass of merlot, put on a dress, and have the goddamn time of your life.”

As much as my voice is filled with conviction, my reflection isn’t buying it. Neither is my heart.

With a groan, I drop my gaze to the invitation on the table. It’s a crisp white linen card with a pink sweet pea tucked inside. It arrived yesterday from my mom, a formal request for my presence at the family’s annual Ceremony of Flowers happening two days from now. I was surprised when I received it because it’s four months early, which is bizarre since everything about the Estrada family magic is about precise timing. We have always planted the seeds and whispered the moonlit blessings at the same time every single year, not a moment sooner or later. And as much as I’ve pestered, neither my mom nor Tía will tell anyone what’s up. I thought the sweet pea was a clue; the flower symbolizes adventure and travel, but maybe it’s Mom’s way of telling us all to have a safe journey to the farm?

For half a second, I consider getting a head start on packing, but I’m too tired, and in desperate need of that glass of merlot and a rose-oil infused bath if I have any chance of transforming tragic me into a quasi-happy me for Chad.

Tomorrow I’ll start packing and trying to get on with the rest of my life. But tonight? Tonight is Chad’s night. He’s worked hard for this promotion. And I’m not going to let him down.

A stream of dusty sunlight dances on the yellow petals of the sunflower. And that’s when I remember the other meaning of the Helianthus: false appearances and unhappy love.

Well. Shit.
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I plunge myself beneath the rose-oil infused bathwater. Warm, lovely, calm. . .and best of all silent.

If only lungs weren’t a thing and I could stay submerged.

From beneath the water, I think I hear a knock on the front door. Oh God, please be UPS with my suede boots. For half a second, I worry that Lil hopped a supersonic jet to come “fix” me. I run a quick pro/con list of what I need more right now.

Definitely the boots.

But less than twenty seconds later Laini walks into my bathroom, and I scream like she’s the second coming of Jason.

“You didn’t answer the door,” she says casually from the threshold. “And you know how I feel about being ignored.”

“You scared the shit out of me. How did you. . .”

“Followed Mr. UPS and used the extra key you loaned me,” she says with a sly grin.

“I could have freaked, hit my head, died on contact,” I growl. “And you’d be banned from my funeral because my family would never forgive you for murdering me.”

Laini sighs, tucks a golden lock of hair behind her ear. She’s model stunning as in five foot ten, glossy long hair, flawless skin that defies even the tiniest pores, and a smile that brings humans to their knees. A good reason why she gave up her finance job to bartend—more C-notes in tips. We met when we were ten on my family farm. Her mom came for a healing heartbreak bouquet, and they stayed a month. Every summer after that, Laini and her mom showed up for the “peace and beauty” of it all. Truth be told, Laini was another reason moving to the city came so naturally. I knew I would have someone nearby who understood my home.

“Well, if you died then I would eulogize the shit out of you,” she says. “But I guess today ain’t your time. Now, are you going to get the hell out of that disgusting water or. . .”

“It’s rose infused.”

“Whatever helps you sleep at night.”

I clear my throat and manage, “How about a little privacy?”

She tosses me a towel and makes no effort to offer me any privacy. Typical Laini. I wrap myself in the towel and step out of the tub and into my black fuzzy slippers.

“So what’s up? Let’s have a drink and you can tell me what’s new.”

I throw on a silk robe and follow her to the kitchen where she pulls bottles from her oversize bag and begins to mix a concoction of gin, sugar, champagne, and some red syrupy stuff.

“It’s called Revenge Is Better than Sex.”

“Catchy.”

She shakes the concoction with cracked ice in a cocktail shaker, pours, and pushes the glass across the counter toward me.

“Chad texted,” she says.

Because he didn’t want to have to be the one to have to comfort me, I think as I take the first sip, settling onto a bar stool. The concoction is sweet, bitter, subtle.

“This is amazing,” I say, trying to pretend we aren’t going to have this conversation right now.

“I’m really sorry,” she says with a pout only she could get away with. “I know how much you loved that job, but you’re too good for them and maybe this is the universe’s way of telling you to write your own book instead.”

“Yeah, well, the universe should lose my number,” I tell her, wishing I sounded tougher than I feel.

“Harlow.”

I meet her gaze. “And you should open your own bar, create a mixologist guide, and call it a day.”

Laini’s expression is unreadable. Something between glare and smirk. Or is she about to sneeze? It’s hard to tell.

“Touché,” she says. “I guess your trip home is good timing, then?”

I nod. Sadly, it’s perfect timing.

Laini raises her glass with a sigh. “To shitty moments that we spin gold from.”

Just as I’m about to cheers to that, I come up short. My glass hovers. “Gold like what? And please don’t give me some cliché BS about a better job.”

With a deadpan glare, Laini says, “I am NEVER cliché.” She has me there. “Look,” she goes on, “bad things happen all the time and sometimes they lead to brilliant changes like. . .” She gives a light shrug. Her eyes twinkle as a smile spreads across her mouth. “Meeting a tall dark and mysterious stranger in a totally unexpected but perfectly timed way.”

“You meet those all the time.”

She frowns. “I meant you.”

“I have Chad.”

“Right, Chad’s. . .great but, Low, it’s not like he’s you know. . .he’s not—” she lowers her voice to a whisper as if we aren’t the only two souls in my kitchen “—the one.”

The words land with force. I know she’s right, but I wasn’t looking for the one when we met. I was looking for a companion, someone to watch old movies with, to go to karaoke night with. I’ve been leaning on the fact that he’s nice, responsible, has a real job, a nice apartment. He’s safe and that’s felt like enough.

Wanting to change the subject, I clink my glass with hers. “To shitty moments.”

“And to tall dark mysterious strangers.”

I roll my eyes and laugh despite the day I’ve had and the evening I’m about to have.

A moment later, Laini says gently, “What can I do?”

“Help me pick an appropriate dress for Chad’s celebration tonight?”

This earns me a frustrated grunt. “It’s so effed up that I have to work and you can’t go out with me instead and drown your sorrows in a Guerlain facial at the Waldorf.”

“Duty calls,” I say, not sure my words nail the humor I intended.

Laini shakes her head. “Patriarchal BS. And if you must go, then you are not going to wear an appropriate dress. I mean honestly, Low, what the fuck does that even mean, ‘appropriate’?”

“Laini, I have to.”

“Says who?”

I take another sip, wishing I could down the whole revenge concoction but no way can I show up at the dinner tipsy. “Society?” I say. “Clubs of professionally educated paper pushers?”

She offers a devilish grin that makes my pulse pound with worry.

“So basically guys named Chad.” She throws her head back, laughing at her own humor.

I roll my eyes.

“Fine,” she says. “I’ll let you go. But only in a dress that screams, ‘Fuck the patriarchy.’”

By the time I get to the restaurant (twenty minutes late) and make my way to the private rooftop, I’m a bundle of nerves. I know it’s going to be a miserable night of soul-sucking fakery, made worse because I wore a sensible black sheath dress Chad would approve of. I know he’d approve of it because he bought it for me saying it would balance my wardrobe that had too much “color.” I was so close to listening to Laini and putting on the bloodred, one-shoulder dress that screams vixen, but in the end, I just couldn’t do it. Tonight is about Chad. To make myself feel like less of a sellout and glam as hell, I put on a pair of fabulous stilettos, personal pieces of armor to help me through tonight.

As soon as I step off the elevator, the cool night air sends a chill down my spine. The softly lit rooftop is inviting with thick green vines growing along distressed brick walls. Even from twenty feet away, I can tell that the white blooms in the greenery aren’t real. If my mom were here, she’d gasp and give her speech on the horrors of fake florals.

Each linen draped table has a lit votive candle and a single daffodil. Whoever made that selection clearly doesn’t know that white daffodils can mean new beginnings but that a single bloom actually symbolizes bad luck. Ugh! Shut up, brain.

When I see the mingling crowd, I’m filled with relief that the reception is still going on. I had this catastrophic image of me walking into a moment of toasts and that people would gaze at me with disdain, everyone all thinking the same thing: Who does she think she is?

The gathering is made up of around fifty people, all wearing dark understated suits that definitely cost more than my monthly publishing salary. Servers circulate effortlessly with silver trays hoisted over their right shoulders, and pleasant expressions plastered onto their faces.

“Harlow.” I spin to find Ted, the Coryell part of the firm. The first name on the letterhead also means the oldest, on your way out partner. Ted’s balding badly, and gravity has not been kind to his eighty-year-old double chin. He places a hand on the small of my back and I startle, annoyed as hell that he thinks he can touch me just because it’s what the “boys from his generation do.”

I pull away as he says, “You are a true beauty,” and adjusts his hearing aid.

And then I see Chad. He doesn’t look impressed by my true beauty. He’s by my side a second later, taking in the appropriate dress with a smile until his gaze lands on my strappy stilettos, and I’m not sure if he wants to burn the shoes or kill me for wearing them. The heel is only three inches but it’s enough to put me at Chad’s height of “six feet tall.” Why do I feel the sudden need to defend myself, I’m not taller than you!

“Do you want something to drink?” he asks, his whisper light on my bare arm.

“A dry martini?” I say softly, trying to not feel itchy with dread.

Chad flags down a waiter and orders, “A club soda.”

I flash angry eyes at him, which he must read because he whispers in my ear, “You smell like you’ve already had a drink. And you’re late.”

I want so badly to tell him he’s wrong, that I only had a sip and that I should be commended for my amazing discipline and levelheadedness, but he’s got that gleam in his eye that tells me he’s already sold himself on some narrative about my intentions.

Ted is lifting his glass to us, beaming like Chad is his prodigal son. “We are so pleased our Chad here is finally joining us at the grown-ups table and leaving that bullpen.”

I nod and smile as the waiter hands me my fizzy water. If this weren’t a big night for Chad, I would have marched to the bar and demanded a double martini. Fuming, I lift my glass. “To Chad.”

He gives an appreciative nod followed by a tiny grunt I’m sure only I can hear. A few other lawyers from the firm slip into our little circle, giving me polite nods and smiles that I return, and each one feels like a tiny piece of my soul being sucked from my body. God, I hate these kinds of parties. The kind where your primary job is to impress as many people as possible, talking up your game, embellishing your title, status, life—spinning so many lies you’re not even sure what’s true anymore. Of course, no one is ever really listening. They’re already onto the next drink, next convo, next embellishment of their own.

“And you?” Ted asks me. “How is that job of yours?”

“Editing, right?” a tall woman wearing a double strand of pearls asks. What’s her name? Esther? Elaine?

I nod, refusing to play their game.

“Working on any interesting books?” someone else asks.

Chad’s gaze on me is so intense I think I might combust.

“Always interesting,” I say, wishing we could just change the subject.

“Well,” Chad says, wrapping his arm snugly around my waist. “She’s in between jobs at the moment. You know how publishing can be. So many ups and downs.”

This earns me sympathetic nods and kind murmurs, and my heart is pounding so hard I think it’s going to leap out of my chest and jump off the nearest ledge. I bite back making a scene, repeating the mantra, This is Chad’s night. This is Chad’s night.

“I tell her all the time to take a few months off,” Chad goes on. The bold-faced lie is too much and my skin starts to heat up; the splotches are rising to the surface ready to turn redder than Laini’s cocktail. “Maybe look at another field,” he goes on. “Something more. . .”

Don’t say it. Don’t say it.

“. . .lucrative.”

Wow, he really hates these shoes.

“I do hear editors don’t make that much,” someone says nonchalantly. “Total robbery if you ask me.”

“It’s really not about the money,” I insist, finding the most subtle, nonhumiliating tone I can. “It’s a passion industry and the feeling that you’re helping someone tell their story—”

“Babe,” Chad cuts in with a snort that sounds like it’s on its way to a derisive laugh, “passion alone doesn’t put food on the table.”

Nods all around that make me feel sick. I grip my glass tighter, imagining my nice safe boyfriend dangling over the edge of the Empire State building, my stiletto heel hovering above his hand.

“He’s right,” Ted says. “In my day, it was about sacrifice, being of service.”

Of service? I want to shout. Like lining your pockets with more green than you’ll ever need in a lifetime?

Just then, I see myself from a distance. Standing at Chad’s side, nodding and smiling and being grossly underestimated and picked apart and not allowed to be some bolder version of myself. A voice rises inside of me, a whisper that vibrates through me, this isn’t your life. There is a better, truer way.

Chad throws out his winning smile. He’s ready to change the subject; I am not. “But shouldn’t we all find the beauty in life?” I say, still clinging to that whisper. “Can’t we be of service and do work we love?”

“Her family grows flowers,” Chad says with a condescending tone and expression I hate. As if his response is a reason for my inherent need for passion and beauty.

“Ohh,” Ted says, “how delightful. You come from gardeners.”

My blood is boiling. “Our farm is over fifty acres.” And is fucking magic, you pompous ass. Where’s some hemlock when you need it?

Chad leans closer, still clutching my waist with one hand like he’s afraid I’ll bolt if he isn’t pinning me in place. I wiggle free of his touch.

“They ship all over the world. It’s a pretty impressive operation,” he says, like maybe he’s realized he’s pushed me too far. Except he wouldn’t know about my family’s business. He’s never stepped foot on the farm. “And Harlow is amazing,” he adds, a clear attempt at backpedaling. “She can identify any flower anywhere and tell you its meaning.”

“Really?” Esther/Elaine says. “What about those?” She points to the single daffodils.

Bad luck is on the tip of my tongue, and I have never wanted to spit out words more, but I tamp down my hurt ego and say, “Daffodils mean new beginnings.”

A few surprised chuckles, energetic nods, and raised eyebrows make me feel like I’m on display, a token of entertainment. I excuse myself to head to the restroom where I lean against the wall in a fully enclosed stall that feels more like a powder room. I need air. But the air in here smells like a horrid imitation of peonies and I feel sick. I should fake sick. Pretend I have food poisoning.

I wash my hands, thinking maybe I’m overreacting. I mean I did wear heels that make Chad look short, and I was late. Is this a moment of self-sabotage? Or is this me standing up for myself?

I head back to the reception with a new determination to begin again. I grab a martini from the tray of a passing waiter and come up behind Chad when I hear my name in a stranger’s mouth and then Chad’s words through a laughing breath, “You know how dramatic Latinas can be.”

I freeze. Mortified, feeling naked and raw. And entirely enraged.

Chad must see the gazes drifting over his shoulder because he turns slowly.

My eyes flick to his. If I had seen regret there, if I had seen an apology, I might have held it together. Maybe. But my arm is already moving swiftly and the martini is already on his face and the gasps have begun and I’m grabbing my clutch, and running to the stairs because the elevator will take too long and I need to get the hell out of here.

My feet pound the stairs to the rhythm of out. Out. Out.

A few shock-filled minutes later, I step onto the busy street where it’s begun to rain.

And then I run.
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By the time I get home, my chest is heaving, my heart is thundering and the anger is blazing so hot I could burn it all down.

The apartment. This life. The absolute falsehood of it all.

My mind reels as I try to process what I’ve just done, the knowledge that there is no coming back from this for me and Chad, and maybe that’s okay? Maybe my subconscious picked these heels knowing that our breakup was always inevitable.

The truth is, I moved in with Chad “temporarily” after a friend of a friend’s room-share went south and because Laini’s place is so tight a small child barely fits in the bathroom. But one week turned into two and two weeks turned into four months and four months turned into. . .this.

I think about texting Laini, but then I remember she’s working tonight and the last thing I need to do is get her riled up. If she knew the hellscape I just endured, she’d likely put a hit out on Chad. Okay, maybe not a real hit, more of a hypothetical revenge plot.

My phone starts to vibrate the second I walk through the door. It’s my mom; she knows something’s wrong. Of course she does. Thanks to my amplified emotions, she can tell I’m upset. And the more intense the feelings, the stronger we can all sense that something is up. The same way we all knew the moment Camilla fell in love with Amir, even before she admitted it to herself. Like I said, it’s a blessing and a curse.

Pretty soon a steady stream of texts is coming in from Lily, and Camilla, and then my younger cousins Dahlia and Lantana join in. The text shit show looks something like this:


Lil: What the hell is up with you, Bean.

Cam: I can feel the Real Housewives vibes from Ca. Talk to me!

Lantana: You’re giving me a headache and making me itchy.

Dahlia: Please tell me you’re okay. I’m worried. Call me.



Wow—am I really that much of an emotional storm right now? I mean, it’s not like that time I was skiing in New Mexico and got stuck on the top of a mountain and didn’t have a cell phone. I was so scared, I thought I was going to perish on that mountain before my family sent the search and rescue crew.

Fear.

That’s by far the most powerful emotion. Is that what I’m feeling underneath all this indignation and rage? Fear of judgment? Of being alone? Of failing yet again? Or is it something else?

I know my mom won’t stop calling, so I answer her third call with, “I really can’t talk right now but everything is okay and—”

She cuts me off with, “Obviously not true. What happened?”

It’s seven fifteen on a Thursday, and I’ve lost my dream job, and an unworthy boyfriend, and the apartment that comes with him, and worst of all, maybe even myself along the way.

I lean against the wall in the entry, staring at the false appearances and unhappy love sunflowers. “I threw a drink,” I admit, pausing, waiting for her to fill in the holes so I won’t have to. Maybe she needs another clue. “In Chad’s face.” Still no response. “At his promotion reception?”

“Mmm.” Which still doesn’t count as a response but it also tells me she’s thinking, weighing, considering. Instantly, I feel like a child wanting to collapse into my mother’s waiting arms, wanting to say, “Make it all okay.”

“And now I’m moving out.”

“Okay.”

“And I don’t have time to talk, but I’ve already changed my flight to a red-eye in a few hours from now and. . .”

“Corazón?”

Just hearing my mom’s soft gentle voice makes me want to burst into tears. “Yeah?” I say, wishing I didn’t sound so weak, so juvenile. Here’s the thing about my mother, Jazmín, a name that carries the power of healing, love, and peace. She never judges, never chastises, has never used the words, I told you so. She is never surprised or shocked. She is the oasis in the desert of this life for me and my sisters, the ship that keeps us safe in the storms even when we are the storm.

“It’s all going to be okay,” she says. Her forever optimistic truth for every one of life’s occasions. “Remember Mayahuel’s song.”

When all has been destroyed, the goddess shall rise.

Right. The goddess who granted my family their magic. A lot of kids learn fairy tales, fables, or stories from the Bible, but in my family? The very first tale you learn and commit to heart is the tale of a young and very beautiful goddess named Mayahuel whose jealous grandmother hid her in the farthest corner of the universe, wanting nothing more than to conceal the goddess’s beauty and power.

I can practically hear my mother’s singsong voice recounting the tale.

Lost in her dark and lonely despair, Mayahuel dreamed of love, of freedom, of tearing down the walls of her secluded prison.

I blow out a long breath, thinking I know exactly how she felt.

A minute later, I’m in what used to be my closet and quickly change into a comfy sweat suit before trying to decide what to pack, but all I can think is how many damn shoes I have. Where did they all come from?

I quickly pack a suitcase, not slowing down enough to even smooth, fold, or roll the garments like a decent human being would. Chad will have to ship the rest, or maybe Laini can. But to where? The farm? No, I don’t plan on staying. Staying feels like defeat.

But if I’m not staying, then where am I going? Back here? Doubtful. I don’t even want to be in the same city as Chad. But this is where editors live so I have to come back. I press a hand to my forehead.

A sudden ache sweeps through me—not for Chad exactly, but for the lie I’ve been living. The lie I crafted. All because I so badly want to be as independent and successful and remarkable as everyone in my family. Somehow, I thought moving to the most competitive city in the world and getting a job in one of the most competitive industries in the world would say, independent, successful, remarkable.

I mean, if I can’t have the Estrada family magic, I still want to feel like there’s significance to my work, my life. Except, that’s not how things turned out. And now I’m worried I am and always will be unremarkable.

I realize I have to park all this self-misery for now. I have a plane to catch.

Lugging my suitcase down the steps, I stop in the apartment’s foyer, tie the belt of my trench and take a quick look in the entry mirror. I tug my beanie lower, wishing I could just hide my entire face and body underneath it. I want a reset button, a do-over, a chance to make different choices. “I want to find the better and truer way,” I whisper.

In that single breath something happens.

The sweet pea I had set in the same vase as the sunflowers turns toward me, a barely there motion that I must have imagined. Or not. I blink. Stare at the arrangement wide-eyed, waiting for the bud to shift again. It doesn’t.

Maybe I brushed against them? Or breathed too hard? Or maybe I’m officially hallucinating. I roll my eyes at my reflection in the mirror.

Operating on pure instinct (or maybe because Bad Chad doesn’t deserve them), I remove the trio of sunflowers, stuff them under my arm, and walk out of the town house that was never mine.

By the time I’m off the plane and through customs, it’s 1:00 a.m. and I’m surprised when I see my younger cousin Dahlia sitting in the corner of the waiting area with her face planted in a romance book, and there’s a travel mug hovering near her mouth like she’s far too busy to take a sip. I walk right up to her, watching as she turns the pages faster than any human could conceivably read.

Then, as if she can sense my approach, she lowers the book and leaps to her feet, pulling me in for a long deep hug that I sorely need right now.

I spent the last two thousand miles steeped in self-misery, and now? Seeing my cousin, I’m ready to leave it all behind me.

I glance at the book. “How is it?”

“Meh? Sex scenes could be way hotter.”

“Because you’ve had so much?”

“Harlow,” she says, giving me her stern professorial voice. “I am a grad student studying human love and intimacy. I know about hot sex.”

Dahlia is in grad school at Stanford, studying psychology. She’s already had two papers published, has worked under premier professors on the cutting edge of relationship psychology, and is now starting her own podcast with some other kid wonder named Archibald the Third. Really. That’s his name.

I give her another squeeze, realizing how much I’ve missed her even though it’s only been a month since we were all together. She smells like freesia and clean sheets that have dried in the sun.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” I say, happy she’s here. She’s a few inches shorter than I am, and naturally beautiful like her namesake, which means dignity. “Mom said everyone wasn’t coming until Saturday.”

Her hazel/gray/brown eyes twinkle with mischief. They’re the moodiest eyes in the family, always changing color depending on her temperament. Right now, I read her hazel eyes as eager. “I’m curious as shit, so I came to the farm early to see if I can get the two osas—” (as my mom and Tía Rosa are affectionately known) “—to spill the beans about the early timing.”

I chuckle that her curiosity of what the osas are up to has surpassed mine.

“And did they spill the beans?” I ask as we make our way through the silent as a graveyard airport. “Because no way is it for the Ceremony of Flowers. It’s too early!”

She rolls her eyes. “Pssh. . .if they had, you would be the first to know. Well, after Lil because you know. . .she’s my favorite.”

“Right. Because she’s going to deliver your babies someday?” We all know that Dahlia’s favorites change like the wind depending on who she thinks she’s going to need most.

“I probably won’t even have children,” she says with a dramatic wave of her hand, “but Lil does call in prescriptions when I need them. And she’s seeing a new hottie surgeon. So I get to live vicariously through her Grey’s Anatomy life.”

“Ohhhh. So she’s your drug pusher and source of entertainment these days,” I tease.

“What more could a woman ask for?” she says with a wry smile that makes her dash of freckles more prominent.

I laugh and pawn my suitcase off on her, which she takes happily.

I smile at Dahlia, wondering if her gift for healing has influenced me. Only hours ago, I was the most miserable person on the planet, but now Dahlia has mysteriously made me feel lighter, less burdened.

Everyone in my family has a unique gift where the flowers are concerned. Well, everyone but me. The magic is not only in the land but in our sangre and according to my mom, the Estrada women haven’t seen a healer in a generation. Dahlia’s magic does have its limitations though. She can’t heal lethal wounds or terminal illnesses. But she can help heal a broken heart, or a shattered soul. When she was seven, the healing flowers spoke to her and ever since then she’s had a unique intimacy with them, knowing exactly which bloom or combination would work for whatever brokenness needs curing.

“Hey, I’m sorry you got pickup duty,” I tell her since the airport is an hour’s drive from the farm.

“Are you joking?” she says brightly, sweeping a shiny black bang out of her eyes. “I volunteered.”

Remembering her text, my spirit sinks and memories of the last day flood back into my exhausted mind. “Were you really that worried?” I ask.

“Your mom told me all about it. Damn. That was a ballsy breakup. And soooo cinematic. You might be my favorite cousin after all.”

“I’d rather not be cinematic.” God, did I really throw a drink in Chad’s face? In front of everyone at his firm? I tell myself he absolutely deserved it. But now, with hours and distance between us, I wonder if I overreacted. Couldn’t I have just walked away? But in the end, it wouldn’t have changed my decision to leave. That, I am absolutely sure of.

“Harlow,” Dahlia says with a calm encouraging expression. “Everyone wants cinematic. They just don’t have the courage to do it. It’s in the research, you know. Just like everyone wants to find true love, or some version of it.”

“You’re a hopeless romantic.”

“Which is why my Always Amor podcast is going to be a smash hit.”

“Agreed. But maybe you should fall in love first to make it. . .more believable?” I snap my fingers. “Hey, I know—maybe you could date Archibald.” I act like it’s the idea of the century, as if no one else has ever mentioned it before. It is so obvious she’s into him.

Dahlia pulls up short and throws me an evil glare. “Bean, he’s my TA. Definitely would be a breach of conduct. It’s safe to say I will not be birthing his children anytime soon.”

“Okayyyyy whatever you say.” But I see a small smile curving her mouth, and I’m already grinning because it feels so good to be with family, to be chatting about nothing in particular, taking up the mental space reserved for self-loathing with the absolute warm ball of healing magic that is Dahlia.

“And he’s my business partner,” she goes on. “I mean he doesn’t know it yet, but I am definitely going to get him to be. So he is not boyfriend material. Did I ever tell you that he has an annoying allergy to book binding. . .like how? He can’t even go to the library or a bookstore. Are you hearing me? A bookstore! And he slurps his pasta.” She’s getting very worked up over her not quite business partner. “Plus he has about as much passion as a fruit fly.”

“Uh—male fruit flies are the Casanovas of the insect world,” I say so matter-of-factly I surprise even myself. “They dance, and sing with their wing vibrations.”

This earns me a dubious look. “And you know this because?”

Research for a book. That I never wrote. Correction: that I never began.

“You’re blushing,” I say, ignoring her question because this is much more interesting than my nonwriting life.

With a glower, she tells me, “You are officially not my favorite anymore. Unless. . .”

Playing along, I laugh lightly. “Lay it on me.”

“You tell me every single detail about Bad Chad,” she practically purrs. “You should for sure be a guest on my podcast. People would eat it up.”

I place a hand over my heart and smile. “Oh my gosh. Me?” She’s nodding vigorously. “And my failed love life?” My fake smile melts into a frown. “Absolutely not.”

Warm, sweet smelling air rushes me as the sliding doors whoosh open. The black sky stretches on and on like a sheet of velvet. I’m home.

We climb into the Mercedes sedan and make the hour trek home. I offer to drive, but Dahlia insists as long as I keep her awake with every detail of my crappy day. I decide to indulge my cousin with
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