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@BlushinginBrooklyn: Have been secretly and catastrophically in love with my yoga instructor for the last three years. I don’t even like yoga, but I force myself to go every week for her. Anyway, today I passed gas while in Downward Dog — and she was standing directly behind me as it happened. Will never be able to show my face in her studio again. What a tragic conclusion to our unrequited love story.







Quinn laughed into her Absinthe Frappé — a dangerous choice of cocktail for brunch — as she read aloud from the app on her phone. The screen’s silver light illuminated her pale face and the fact that it was still streaked with last night’s mascara.

“Please don’t talk about breaking wind in a fancy cafe.” Arden pursed her lips in disapproval, tracing a light, paint-speckled finger around the rim of her cappuccino. Her eyes darted back to the corner of the cafe where the door to the restrooms lay between the old red brickwork and chalkboard menus. It was the third time she had done this in minutes. What the hell was taking their dad so long? He knew better than to leave Arden alone with her sister. She’d been biting down on a lecture all morning after Quinn had rocked up in a sparkly, high-hemmed dress, claiming that she hadn’t had time to change when she’d gotten in from partying this morning.

Arden loved her sister dearly, but she was tired of watching her morph into their mom. When the parties turned sour and Quinn’s no-good boyfriends found other women to cling on to instead, Arden would always be the one to pick up the pieces. It was exhausting, watching history repeat itself. Exhausting and gut-wrenching.

Quinn rolled her eyes. “Okay, Mom.”

If Arden were their mom, she’d have been crashing on a friend’s couch or disappearing on a four-night bender instead of paying for her sister’s brunch, but she did her best to let the insult slide past her. She rolled her shoulders back in an attempt to ease up.

“What app is it, anyway? Twitter?” In an attempt at feigning interest, Arden braced her elbows on the round table and picked at her avocado toast. Quinn had already devoured her chocolate-drenched waffle, the same one she’d ordered every weekend for the past fifteen years — a tradition that their dad had started just to get them out of the house on a Sunday morning when their mom was hungover. Despite being Arden’s older sister, Quinn had stopped maturing somewhere around her seventeenth year. In turn, Arden had become the uncool and sensible nagging one when it should have been the other way around.

“No, it’s some anonymous dating thing,” Quinn replied, sighing and locking her phone. She swiped her finger across her plate of devoured food, licking away the last remnants of syrup. “Random strangers post about their love lives, but you can also use it to find blind dates if you want, or just to vent about your day. You should try it out, actually.”

Arden raised an eyebrow, watching absently as a man outside struggled to kick the kickstand up from his chained bike. “I’m good, thanks. Sounds like a magnet for creeps and perverts.”

“Who’s a creepy pervert?” Finally, their dad returned to the table, still tucking the tail of his shirt into his tailored trousers. As he sat down, the perfumed scent of the restaurant’s fancy French hand soap wafted over them. The scent of rich, creamy coffee followed as a waiter placed down another latte for their dad and a cappuccino for Arden. Thank God he hadn’t gotten Quinn a refill.

“Quinn,” Arden said at the same time Quinn replied, “We were just talking about Don’t Be a Stranger. It’s a fun new dating app.”

“Dating app? I thought you were still with whatshisface?” Their dad’s grey eyebrows knitted together, and he gestured wildly as though it would clarify who he meant.

Arden’s features tautened with a bitterness she had long since stopped trying to hide. Whatshisface was Leo, and he was a first-class prick who treated Quinn like trash. No matter how many times Arden pointed out as much, usually after they’d had an argument or Arden had tolerated him at a family dinner, Quinn always went back to him.

Quinn shrugged. “Well, yeah, I am, but it’s not just a dating app. You can post whatever you feel like. And his name is Leo, by the way. You’ve met him, like, three times.”

“And will you be bringing Leo to Christmas dinner this year?” their dad asked pointedly. He approved of Quinn’s long line of shitty boyfriends about as much as Arden did, but he also preached that they were her mistakes to make. Arden had a feeling that their dad didn’t know just how many mistakes Quinn was making on a daily basis these days.

“Maybe. I’ll ask.”

“What about you, Ard?” Their dad’s icy eyes fell to Arden, and Arden tried to stifle a shudder against the weight of them. “Seeing anyone?”

Arden feigned nonchalance, batting him away with her hand and mumbling something not even she could decipher.

“You are dating again, aren’t you?”

Her breath hitched at the question, then she lifted her gaze from the froth of her coffee to find her father’s features lined with disarming, piercing concern. She was so tired of seeing it. So tired of everybody looking at her like she was broken.

“It’s been over a year, sweetheart…” her dad continued, worrying at his bottom lip. “I really think you should put yourself out there ag—”

“I am. I’m dating someone.” The words — the lie — fell from her lips without warning. Arden couldn’t take another lecture or another dose of pity. She couldn’t take everybody telling her what she should be doing, how she should be moving on. Her marriage had ended. She was divorced. It was treated as a tragic label, as though she’d died a pathetic death the day she’d signed the papers. Though Arden was content with her independence, her family still didn’t seem to be.

Her dad brightened, a toothy grin spreading across his chiselled face. “That’s great news! Bring them along to dinner next week. I want to meet them.”

“Oh, I don’t know —”

But her dad wasn’t listening. As he was rising from his chair, pulling on his jacket, and checking his watch, Arden’s chance to take back her words was quickly dwindling.

“Gotta dash, girls. I said I’d meet Murray and his parents at Grand Central. They’re coming to stay for the weekend, heaven help me.” Murray was their dad’s new husband. Though Arden got along with her step-father well, his parents were dreary at best…

Their dad planted a kiss on each of their cheeks, made rough by the beginnings of salt-and-pepper stubble. “I’ll see you and your guests next week?”

Arden sighed defeatedly and waved him away. “See you next week.”

“Bye,” Quinn called, already back to scrolling on her phone.

As soon as the glass door swung shut behind his retreating figure, Arden slumped into her plate of avocado toast, the cutlery clattering against her pointy elbows.

“You’re not dating anybody, are you?” Quinn questioned knowingly.

“No.” For all the splinters in their relationship, Arden had never been any good at lying to Quinn. So she didn’t try now. “I just wanted him to get off my back. He looks at me like…” She cringed, remembering the sympathy swimming in their dad’s eyes. “Like I’m damaged goods. Like I’m pathetic.”

“You are a little pathetic.” Quinn’s voice was light, teasing, but Arden still shot her daggers. “Oh, come on. It’s fine. We can find you a date for the day, and then he’ll stop pestering you and you can go back to being a lonely old spinster.”

“I’m not lonely,” Arden snapped, and it wasn’t a complete lie. Maybe there was the occasional dark winter night spent curled up, crying into her hot chocolate while watching predictable Hallmark rom-coms, but most of the time… she was fine. Her marriage had been over for a long time, well before the divorce had been settled, and she didn’t particularly miss having somebody to answer to every night because she’d been working too hard in the pottery studio to notice how late it was or to pick up her phone. She could do what she wanted now, with no obligation to explain herself to anyone. That freedom wasn’t something she’d be willing to give up again so soon.

Quinn hummed distractedly, typing something into her phone. “I have an idea. Wanted…” she murmured in time to the clicks of her chipped nails. “Temporary Christmas date. Must be cute, no older than forty, and willing to pretend to be in a relationship for the sake of a nosy, judgemental dad —”

“What are you doing?” Panic lanced through Arden as she snatched Quinn’s battered phone away. The words were midway through being typed out on a white screen. In the corner, the purple heart-shaped logo for Don’t Be a Stranger winked at her.

Before Arden could delete the message, Quinn tugged the phone back and squirmed in her chair so that Arden couldn’t seize it again. “Payment: homemade Christmas dinner. Must come equipped with pumpkin pie and vodka. Any and all genders welcome… Rainbow emoji.”

“Quinn!” Arden shot up and reached for the phone, but it was too late. The swoosh of the submit button sounded through the din of clattering coffee cups and squealing chair legs. “No… You didn’t.”

“Yes, I did.” A triumphant grin broke like winter sunlight across Quinn’s lipstick-stained mouth. “Come on, Arden. It’ll make Dad happy. Plus, Savannah said she’s had some good hookups from this app. Maybe you’ll get more than just pie.” She wiggled her brows suggestively.

Arden’s cheeks burned. She slowly lowered to her chair, glowering at her sister. “I hate you.”

“I know,” Quinn chirped, slipping her phone into her purse. “I’ll let you know if I get any responses. Anyway, I need to sleep off this absinthe. Good night.” She blew Arden a kiss and hooked her purse across her shoulder, leaving Arden alone at a table of empty glasses and dirty plates.

Arden huffed out a frustrated breath, crossed her legs, and gulped down the rest of her coffee. She winced. It had gone cold.

Logically, she knew she could back out of whatever mess Quinn had just started. She didn’t have to invite a perfect stranger to dinner so that she could pretend she was dating again. She could turn up alone and spend the holidays swathed in sympathetic glances and not so subtle suggestions of her sad, lonely existence. Or she could claim that the person she was dating was busy and couldn’t make it, but… her family probably wouldn’t buy it. At least she wouldn’t feel like a complete loser if Quinn did find her a date. Then again, a fake one might have been even sadder than going alone.

Arden swallowed down a curse. She couldn’t do this. She wouldn’t do this.

Would she?








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  
    [image: Chapter Separator]
  




@LookingforLove: Dear potter on E 12th Street,


I pass your studio each day on my commute to work and always, without fail, am reminded of that one scene in Ghost. You know the one — with the wheel and the clay and Patrick Swayze’s wonderful hands. That is to say, I think both you and your work are quite lovely and well worth the extra five minutes it takes for me to pass through your block before getting to the subway. I just thought you should know.


Love,

Anon



With a sharp intake of breath, Rosie hit send and sipped the last dregs of her herbal tea before throwing the takeout cup into the nearest bin. She’d been wanting to post on the Don’t Be a Stranger app for weeks, but as a marketing consultant for the brand itself, she was worried that her co-workers would somehow find out that user LookingforLove was her. Wade in particular would tease her to no end if he knew.

And then she’d grown more desperate, more lonely, more in love with the majestic stranger behind the window by the day, and she’d needed an outlet — and maybe a decent bloody date. So she’d started responding to other people’s posts for the sake of conversation, and then she’d given up on Tinder after a string of awful experiences, swapping it instead for where she was now: her very first blind date, acquired via Don’t Be a Stranger.

She wended her way through Central Park with apprehension bubbling in her gut and her frostbitten fingers clutching the strap of her shoulder bag for dear life. She didn’t even know who she was looking for, only that she was supposed to meet them at Bethesda Fountain — which she found completely frozen over along with the algae-infested lake behind it as she stepped out of the shadows of the arches onto the slippery terrace.

The problem was that there were at least a dozen people lingering by the fountain, their faces glued to phones and their hot coffees steaming in gloved hands. Why she had planned a date outdoors in the dead of winter, Rosie didn’t know. She supposed it was just further proof of how utterly desperate she was.

The person closest to her in age was a handsome businessman in a suit — not somebody in need of a blind date, she thought, and certainly not someone with the username PretzelLover89. His wedding band blinked against the low sun as he slid on a pair of leather gloves, and it was all the confirmation she needed.

Rosie tried to appear casual and composed as she strolled around the fountain, skipping over a teenager and an elderly man before coming to a pretty, dark-haired woman half-concealed by a thick woollen scarf. Her eyes, cast down like everybody else’s, were accentuated with black liner, and her ears pointed in an elfin sort of way. Hope glowed in Rosie’s chest, and she stepped forward tentatively.

“Er, PretzelLover89?”

The woman lifted her head with a frown. “Excuse me?”

Embarrassment sent Rosie rocking back on her heels. “Nothing. Sorry. I thought you were someone else.” She puffed out a visible, curling breath and took a seat on the opposite side of the fountain, watching a horse-drawn carriage trot by. Behind it, in the middle of the terrace, a bearded man created large, rainbow-streaked bubbles with two sticks and a bucket of soapy water.

One of the bubbles drifted towards Rosie. She watched it wistfully, the child within her tempted to pop it with her nail. But then a wobbly face appeared behind it, and the bubble floated into the crisp, blue December sky to reveal a middle-aged, gangly man wearing… well. Rosie could only describe it as a clown suit, with a polka dot red bow tie and a yellow jacket. White and red makeup caked his face and his mousy brown hair was wilted — probably by the curly wig clutched in his hands.

Oh, God. No, thank you. Move along, sir. Don’t let it be you, please… Rosie cringed and pretended to look interested in the man with the bubbles, praying the clown would wander off. She didn’t fancy dating Pennywise’s slightly friendlier cousin.

“Excuse me. Are you LookingforLove?”

Bollocks. He was either her blind date or just incredibly perceptive. Rosie clutched the lip of the fountain and forced a smile. “Aren’t we all?”

The clown laughed raucously as though still in character and took a seat beside her. If Rosie hadn’t had a fear of clowns before, that was set to change now. She shuffled down the fountain to put some space between them as who she assumed was PretzelLover89 rambled on. “Sorry about the get-up. Just came from a kid’s party. I had to fill in for a colleague.”

Rosie arched an eyebrow. He hadn’t even changed his shoes, and the gargantuan ones on his feet kicked her shins as he shifted. Feeling suddenly guilty, she told herself to stop being so judgemental. This was a blind date after all, and appearances meant nothing to her. He could be a nice, kind person; he could maybe even be exactly who she’d been looking for. And he was interesting, at least. “So… You’re a clown?”

“We prefer the term ‘entertainer’,” he corrected wryly. “Oh, that reminds me. I brought something for you.” PretzelLover89 rooted through his oversized pockets, pulling out a sunflower.

With her heart fluttering, Rosie relaxed. Sunflowers were her favourite, and anybody who brought her a gift on a first date was surely a decent person. She supposed hings weren’t so dire after all. “I didn’t even know sunflowers were still in season. Thank —”

A spurt of cold water gushed into her mouth, drowning away her gratitude. She startled, her hand flying to her lips in confusion, only to find PretzelLover89 doubled over. He clutched a red pump in his gloved hand, and it was connected to the sunflower by a rubber tube. “You should see your face! Oh, that was funny!”

Rosie might have laughed once. She might have stuck it out. But this was her fifth bad date since moving to New York three months ago, and all of her past relationships ended with her feeling belittled and humiliated, always the butt of the joke. Most of her days, she was on the verge of tears, homesick and depressed by the prospect of spending Christmas alone for the first time ever, an ocean away from everything she’d ever known and loved.

She didn’t want to date a clown. She already played the part enough herself on a daily basis.

“Actually, I’ve just remembered that I need to get back to work,” she lied, standing up and smoothing down her dress. “I have a big meeting later on to prepare for. I’ll, er, text you, shall I?”

“But you don’t have my number!” the clown called behind her.

She waved his words away and scuttled past the man and his bubbles, through the shadows of the stone arches. “Yes, okay! Bye!”

Rosie ran halfway through Central Park just to be sure the clown hadn’t followed her. It was like a reenactment of an early birthday party she had worked hard to forget, when Ronald McDonald had accidentally stepped on her toe, popped her balloons, and then purposely
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