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Chapter 1: Alyssa
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I stood in the middle of our living room, watching my eldest sister, Kansas, place the last of her knickknacks into a bag. It was happening. She was moving out. After twenty-eight years of living together and sharing everything from clothes to late-night confessions, our trio was splitting up. I swallowed the lump in my throat.

“Are you sure about this?” my other older sister, Mindy, asked from where she was leaning against the door frame with her arms crossed. “I mean, I know Dawson Lancaster’s place is practically a palace, but you’re really leaving us for the billionaire lifestyle?”

Kansas rolled her eyes and put her bag with the others in a growing pile by the front door with a dramatic flourish. “I’m not leaving you for a ‘lifestyle,’ Mindy. I love Dawson. And, I don’t know... maybe I’d like a bathroom that doesn’t need to be negotiated every morning.”

I had to smile at that, but my face felt stiff. “We get it. We do,” I spoke for both Mindy and me. It’s just—”

Kansas turned, and suddenly, she was right in front of me, gripping my shoulders. “Alyssa, you’re going to be fine.” She looked at Mindy. “Both of you will. We’re still sisters. We’ll still see each other all the time. You’re just going to have to sleep without my snoring now.”

“You do snore,” Mindy added playfully. “Like a freight train.”

“And the walls here are paper thin. Does Dawson know how loudly you snore?”

Kansas threw couch pillows at both of us simultaneously. “Dawson is a heavy sleeper and says he finds it soothing of all things!”

Mindy caught it, laughing, but her expression sobered as she glanced at the half-empty house. “It’s going to be weird without you here.” She looked at the small room in Kansas’ office where she had done all her writing. “What shall we do with your old room?

I exhaled dramatically.

“I actually don’t think you’ll ever need to figure that out.”

“What do you mean?” Mindy asked.

Kansas hesitated, then reached into her purse and pulled out two envelopes. “Okay, before you both get all teary and sentimental, I have something for you.”

Mindy took hers first, and then I did. I frowned at my name, which was scrawled across the front, flipping it over before pulling out a check. My breath caught. The number was staggering.

“Kansas—” Mindy’s voice was sharp. “What is this?”

“It’s a check, silly,” Kansas said simply, setting her hands on her hips. “It’s from the biography I wrote on Dawson. It did far better than we ever expected, and I wanted to do something for you two.”

“Kansas, this is insane. You’re giving us enough to buy a new car and house!” Mindy sounded half in awe and half in shock.

“That’s the point. We’ve been struggling for years. This house is falling apart, bills have been a nightmare, and I know you’ve both been stretching yourselves thin to make ends meet. This gives you a fresh start. No more stress or worrying about whether the plumbing is going to give out or the ceiling is going to cave in and kill you. I can’t move out and go live in a twenty-million-dollar house if I know you two will still have to live here.”

My eyes opened wide. “Twenty million?” I squeaked out.

Kansas shrugged. “I’m sure I’m lowballing its actual value, but yes, close to that for sure.”

I blinked down at the check, my vision blurring. It was for five million dollars. “Kansas. I can’t accept this. This is crazy! This is too much.” I had never seen a number like that on a check before. I burst into tears, thinking about how much my life would change.

“No crying, Alyssa,” Kansas cupped my face. “You deserve this.”

Mindy cleared her throat. “Wow, that book must have sold a lot.”

“It did,” Kansas said, smiling. “But, honestly, Dawson added a lot to it. I’m hoping you will both find a house close to ours. That’s partially why the checks are so big. I told him I wanted you both to be able to afford a house close to me. It’s purely selfish.”

“Wow, this is like a dream,” I said as excitement traveled up and down my spine.

“There it is. That’s the reaction I was looking for. I want you both to find gorgeous homes, a fun, reliable car that you love to drive, and have enough left over to fully furnish the house, get yourselves out of debt, and then have some left over to invest in your future and maybe even go on a trip or something. You two have never even been out of Miami!”

I threw myself into Kansas’ arms, and Mindy followed. “Thank you so much, but we’re still going to miss you like crazy. It just won’t be the same.”

“Maybe it will be even better,” Kansas said optimistically. “Now, go cash those checks before they self-destruct.”
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Kansas’s car was packed two hours later, and the trunk filled to the brim. She lingered by the door, her fingers tracing the edge of the doorknob. “Are you two going to be alright?”

I nodded reluctantly, but my chest felt heavy. “We will be.”

Mindy sighed. “It’s just going to be an adjustment.”

Kansas grinned. “You say that like we’re not going to see each other all the time.”

Mindy smirked. “That remains to be seen. You’ll be so busy running your new mansion and making Dawson babies... “

Kansas’s eyes widened. “Babies?”

“You’re going to make babies, right?” I asked hopefully.

“Well, maybe someday, but certainly not any time soon.”

“I need nieces and nephews to keep me from wallowing in self-pity,” I told her with a pout.

Kansas laughed, then turned to me. “Someday. You’ll call me if you need anything, right?”

I nodded again, biting the inside of my cheek to keep my emotions in check. “Of course.”

She pulled me into a hug so tight I thought my body might break like my heart was. “I love you both. You know that, right?”

“Yeah,” I whispered. “We know.”

Mindy joined in, and for a moment, we just stood there, the three of us tangled together like we had been our entire lives. But this was goodbye to the way things had always been and hello to how things were going to be going forward. And that scared me half to death.

Finally, Kansas pulled back, wiping at her eyes. “Alright. Enough of this sappy stuff. I have to go before I turn into a blubbering mess.”

She walked to her car, slid into the driver’s seat, and with one last wave, she was gone. The silence that followed was suffocating.

Mindy let out a breath. “Well, that’s that.”

I stared at the empty driveway. “Yeah.”

We stood there for a long moment before Mindy nudged me. “C’mon, let’s order takeout and then walk along the beach.”

“And eat on the couch like slobs?”

“Of course!”

I laughed, following her back inside. The house was quieter now and even felt emptier. I looked at all the spots where her things used to be, but it was bare now. At least I still had Mindy until we got our own houses. My stomach churned at the thought. I did not do well with being alone. I was dreading it and wondering if I could convince Mindy to get a house together. I looked at her and realized that would not happen. I knew how much Mindy wanted to live on her own. My heart broke again.

***
[image: ]


An hour later, we sat on the couch, cartons of Thai food spread between us, the TV playing in the background. Neither of us was really watching the episode of Friends that was playing. The weight of Kansas’ absence settled over us like a thick fog.

“So,” Mindy said, stabbing at her noodles. “What are you going to do?”

I blinked. “What do you mean?”

“With your life, Alyssa.” She gave me a pointed look. “Kansas just handed us a golden ticket. You can finally get out of this house and do what you want. You’ve always talked about opening your own yoga and wellness studio.”

I swallowed. “Yeah, but—”

“But what?”

“I don’t know.” I sighed, setting my fork down. “I’ve never lived alone before. The idea of getting my own place sounds... scary.”

Mindy tilted her head. “You don’t have to do it right away.”

“Yeah, but you’re moving out soon, right?”

She hesitated. “Yes.”

I let out a short laugh. “So that means I will be alone.”

Mindy shifted on the couch. “Alyssa, you’re stronger than you think. You always have been.”

I bit my lip. “I just hate change.”

“I know,” she admitted. “But sometimes, it’s good.”

Silence settled between us, and I curled into the couch, pulling a blanket around my shoulders. I knew she was right. I just wasn’t sure if I was ready to face what came next.

For now, I would let myself adjust, one step at a time.
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The sand was warm under my bare feet as Mindy and I strolled along the shore the next evening, the ocean stretching endlessly beside us. The Miami sunset painted the sky in soft pinks and oranges, but its beauty barely touched the weight in my chest. Mindy, on the other hand, was practically glowing.

“I can’t wait to have my own place,” she said, kicking at the sand. “Finally, I get to organize everything exactly how I want. No one leaving dishes in the sink, no random yoga mats in the middle of the living room.”

I shot her a look. “Hey, those mats are for spiritual and physical wellness.”

She smiled. “They’re also a tripping hazard.”

I let out a small laugh but was in no mood to joke around. “It’s weird, though, isn’t it? Kansas moving in with Dawson, us getting our own places... it’s the end of an era.”

Mindy gave me a sidelong glance. “It’s a natural progression, Alyssa. We’re adults. Most people don’t live with their siblings forever.”

I shrugged, looking out at the waves. “Yeah, but we went through so much together. Losing Mom and Dad, the fire, and then starting over... It always felt like we were a team.”

“We still are,” she said, her voice softer now. “But you deserve your own space too. Think about it—you can design it however you want. Fill it with all your seashells, make an entire tea-brewing station, and get one of those ridiculous swinging meditation chairs.”

I sighed. “Yeah, but it won’t be the same.”

Mindy stopped walking and turned to face me fully. “Alyssa, why are you so afraid of being alone?”

I hesitated. “I mean... I don’t know. I do love the idea of having my own space. I just feel comforted knowing someone else is in the house.”

She crossed her arms. “I think you’re using Kansas and me as a security blanket. You love taking care of people, but you have to take care of yourself at some point too.”

I forced a laugh. “That’s why I’m taking the nutrition courses, right?”

Mindy rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean.”

Before I could argue, my stomach growled, saving me from further introspection. “Okay, serious talk over. Let’s get to dinner before Enya starts texting in all caps.”
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My best friend, Enya Augustine, was already at our usual spot, a cozy Cuban restaurant with the best empanadas in Miami. She was tapping her nails on the table impatiently when we arrived. “Took you long enough. I was about to order without you.”

I slid into the seat across from her. “Mindy made me have an existential crisis on the beach.”

Mindy smirked. “She’s being dramatic. And it was Alyssa having the crisis.”

Enya raised an eyebrow. “So, standard Alyssa behavior.”

I groaned. “You two are the worst.”

The waiter came by, and we ordered—Enya and I getting our usual ropa vieja, and Mindy opting for a lighter grilled fish. As soon as he walked away, Enya leaned in. “Okay, spill. What’s the crisis this time?”

Mindy took a sip of soda water. “Kansas got big sales on her book and handed us both a sizable check. We’re each going to be getting our own houses. Alyssa’s having difficulty accepting that we’re all moving on and getting our own places.”

Enya snorted. “Oh my god, finally. You should have done that years ago, but I realize money was tight.”

I frowned. “Excuse me?”

“You have the biggest heart, Alyssa, but you spend so much time making sure everyone else is okay that you forget to ask what you want.”

“That’s not tr—”

“It is,” she interrupted. “You bend over backward for everyone. You teach yoga, train clients, listen to people’s problems, and play therapist without getting paid for it,” Enya went on.

Mindy nodded. “She’s not wrong.”

I crossed my arms. “And what’s wrong with being there for people?”

“Nothing,” Enya said, leaning back. “Until it comes at the cost of your happiness.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. Was that true? Had I been so focused on keeping everything together that I never stopped to think about what I wanted?

Mindy tilted her head. “What would your dream home even look like?”

I blinked. “I don’t know.”

Enya clapped her hands together. “See! That’s a problem! You’re twenty-eight, Alyssa. You should know what kind of space makes you happy.”

I grabbed my glass of water and took a long sip to buy myself time. “I guess... I’d want it to be peaceful. Light blue walls, white trim, and lots of natural light. A little garden, maybe? Oh, and a large studio.”

Enya grinned. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”

Mindy nodded. “And it doesn’t have to be scary. You’ll still see us all the time.”

Enya smirked. “Yeah, I’ll probably crash on your couch at least once a week.”

I snorted. “I would love that!”

Enya pointed a fry at me. “Of course you would.”

“We can get houses close to Kansas and close to each other. Maybe even within walking distance,” Mindy suggested. “We’ll find houses together.”

“I want to come too,” Enya chimed in.

“That sounds good,” I said, feeling a bit better.

The conversation shifted after that—Mindy ranted about a clueless student; Enya complained about an uptight food critic—but their words lingered in my mind. Maybe I had been holding myself back. Perhaps I was afraid of being alone, of not having someone there to fill the silence. But was that a reason to avoid moving forward?

The check arrived, and as usual, Enya tried to pay for all of us. Mindy blocked her hand. “Nope. Not this time.”

“I make more money than both of you combined,” Enya argued.

Mindy raised an eyebrow. “Yeah, and yet you still complain about rent prices every week. I think you should buy a house too.”

Enya groaned, throwing her head back dramatically. “Fine. We split it. And maybe I will look for one for myself when you do. I have been saving.”

I smiled as I handed over my card. These two drove me crazy, but they were also my anchors. Even if Mindy and I weren’t living together anymore, that wouldn’t change.

Enya slung an arm around my shoulders as we stepped out into the warm Miami night. “So, when are we house hunting?”

I hesitated for only a second before grinning. “Soon.”
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Chapter 2: Lance
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The cockpit hummed with the steady rhythm of the engines as Flight 822 soared over the Atlantic coastline. Below, the city lights stretched like veins of gold across the darkened landscape.

I leaned back, watching my co-pilot, Remi Lisko, with an amused expression. “You’re a natural, Remi. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were born in that seat.”

She grinned, fingers steady on the controls. “I had a good teacher.” Her very short blond hair framed her angular face with a bold, no-nonsense edge. For twenty-eight, she was far better than a lot of pilots who were twice her age.

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” I smirked. “But seriously, you’ve got good instincts. You feeling comfortable with it?”

Remi exhaled, nodding. “Yes, more and more each time I fly a plane. It’s weird—for the first time since I moved, I finally feel settled. Upstate New York was home, but Miami... I don’t know. There’s something about it.”

I grinned. “Told you. Miami gets in your blood. The weather, the people, and the energy. It’s got freedom written all over it.”

“You’ve always lived there, right?” She held my gaze with her light green eyes, which were bright and inquisitive.

“Born and raised.” I glanced at the instrument panel, then out at the endless night sky. “And no matter where I go, I always end up back there.”

Remi smirked. “Even though you hate being in one place for too long?”

“That’s why I chose a profession where I could take to the skies,” I said with a chuckle.

Remi looked over at me, studying my face. “You ever think about staying put?”

I hesitated, the question landing heavier than I expected. “Maybe. Lately, I’ve been wondering if the freedom I love so much is missing something.”

Remi nodded. “Sometimes being untethered just means you’re floating.”

I let that sit between us, the hum of the aircraft the only sound for a moment. Then I shook my head and grinned. “Alright, philosopher, let’s get this bird to Miami.”

Remi chuckled. “You joke, but I think about it a lot. Moving was supposed to be a fresh start, but I still feel like I haven’t planted my feet anywhere. I spend more time in the sky than I do on the ground.”

I exhaled, watching the blinking lights on the panel. “Yeah, I get that. Flying is the easy part. It’s the landing that gets complicated.”

Remi shot me a knowing look. “You mean in life or just in general?”

I grinned. “Both.”

She shook her head, laughing softly. “Do you ever get tired of it?”

“What? Flying?” I looked at her like she was crazy.

“No, not the flying part. The in-between. The not knowing where you belong.”

I let out a breath. “Sometimes. But then I get up here, and it all fades away. The second I take off, everything else gets quiet.”
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