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If I hear live, laugh, love one more time, I’m going to die, scream, rage.

I know my mom means well, but my phone’s almost out of storage thanks to the abundance of uplifting memes and Bible verses she won’t stop sending me. Maybe I’d appreciate her unrelenting positivity if I was still in LA, enjoying my oat milk latte from the adorable café I wrote in almost every day. But for some reason, the never-ending text stream hits a little different when I’m fifteen feet away, sitting in my childhood room, and notifications keep interrupting the shame spiral I’ve been living in for the last two months.

I swipe away her latest text message and nestle deeper into the frilly comforter of my childhood past. I make sure the volume is all the way down—after all, who needs sound when every single word is ingrained in my brain?—and hit play on the video that has quite literally ruined my life.

To say the camerawork is shoddy would be a massive understatement. The video bounces and bobbles around as the image blurs in and out until a woman standing in an empty parking lot wearing nothing but spike high heels and a silk robe comes into focus.

A woman, of course, who happens to be me.

Jazz hands!

Honestly, it’s borderline offensive that after all the time I spent in Los Angeles, all the scripts I wrote, all the internet content I produced hoping to hit my break à la Issa Rae, this is what has millions of views. You flip out and threaten to bury your lying, thieving ex one time and it goes viral?

What are the chances?

It just really sucks that instead of my brush with viral fame catapulting me to television-writing superstardom, it’s what ended my career.

My phone dings with another text from my mom at the same moment the video hyperzooms in on my tearstained face. This is where it really gets good. And by good, of course, I mean downright horrifying.

I lift my finger to swipe away another one of her messages. I love my mom and her hopeless positivity, but after moving back into my childhood home a month ago—exactly thirty-one days after my life took a drastic turn toward the absolute worst—with no signs of getting out, I’m in the mood for self-pity.

“Collins Marie Carter!” My mom’s thick midwestern lilt rings out from the other side of my much-too-thin door. “Don’t you ignore that!”

I shoot out of bed and accidentally send my phone sailing through the room. “Holy shit, Mom!”

Just another perk of moving back home as a twenty-nine-year-old woman.

Privacy? Never heard of her.

“First of all, watch your language,” she says, still right outside my door. “Second of all, that’s the third text I’ve sent you this morning and you haven’t responded to one.”

I scramble around my room trying to find something to wear before giving up and grabbing an old T-shirt off the ground and pulling on the bike shorts busting at the seams. Because really, what’s even the point of trying when your life is completely ruined?

“Mom.” I throw open the door and try to harness every ounce of patience I have. “You know how much I love you, but I think with about forty percent fewer texts and fifty percent more space, we’ll all be much happier.”

“You need to stop watching that darn video; it’s not good for you.” She gives me a disapproving once-over and continues to speak as if I didn’t. “Also, didn’t you wear that yesterday? I know you’re depressed, but you’ll never feel better wearing the same dirty clothes and never brushing your hair.”

If there were a chance brushing my hair and changing my clothes could turn back the cruel hands of time and convince me to never date Peter Hanson, I’d have a fresh updo and be wearing a fucking evening gown. Alas, formal wear is not the key to time travel and I’d rather be comfortable while I continue down this path of self-loathing.

“Just let me be miserable for one more week.” Or fifty-two. “And I promise to try to rejoin society again. It’s still too fresh. I still get recognized in the streets.”

Being looked down on, on the bitter, hard streets of LA is one thing, but getting the cold shoulder in the suburbs of Ohio? Absolutely not. A person can only handle so much.

“I’ll give you thirty more minutes,” she says, clearly not understanding the meaning of compromise. “I’m hosting Friday church group and I can’t have you wandering around the house like a sad, godless puppy. Plus, I told the ladies you’d be joining us.” She shoves the bedazzled Bible I didn’t notice she was holding into my hands. I’m surprised I don’t dissolve into a pile of ash. “Just in case you need to catch up.”

“While sitting in the kitchen and gossiping under the ruse of good intentions does sound like a blast, I’m going to have to pass.” I return her Bible, only slightly concerned that lying while holding it resulted in one more brick in my pathway to hell. “I promised Dad I’d help him get things for the yard today.”

My dad, Anderson Carter, is perhaps the most precious human to ever human. A recently retired pharmacist, he’s living his full gardener fantasy. Seeing this six-foot-two-inch, 320-pound Black man fiddling around the yard has been the only highlight of returning home. Unfortunately for me, once I told him that, he became relentless in his pursuit to recruit me into this vitamin D–filled hobby of his. I wasn’t thrilled when I finally gave in, but now that it’s saving me from an afternoon listening to the Karens—no shade, there are literally three different women named Karen in the group—drone on about how wonderful their boring kids are doing, I’m going to have to buy him lunch . . . if my bank account will allow it.

“Oh darn. Well, maybe next time.” My mom pouts and the fine lines of aging pull on the corners of her delicate mouth, which has never muttered a single curse word. “At least Dad’s going to get some quality time with you.”

She may not curse, but those lips are well-versed in spewing passive-aggressive jabs.

“We watched an entire season of House Hunters last week; quality time doesn’t get any better than that.” I can almost see the wheels turning in her brain to come up with a retort, but she stays quiet because even she knows it’s true. Nothing can bond two humans more than watching incompatible couples argue about a house they can’t afford and screaming at a television about gray laminate floors.

“Fine, but if you’re set on abandoning me and Jesus, can you at least make sure Dad doesn’t forget to get the white oak tree while you’re at the nursery?” She steps to the side as I squeeze past her.

She follows close behind as I try to keep my eyes trained on the carpet they replaced last year and ignore the barrage of inspirational quote art littering the walls. The collaged picture frames filled with every single one of my school pictures break up Bible verses, proof of days when I loved overly teased bangs and scrunchies working overtime to keep me humble.

As if I have any pride left.

“Sure, Mom.” I pull open the cabinet and grab the “World’s Best Dad” mug I gave my dad for Father’s Day when I was in third grade. I pour in some of the hazelnut coffee my mom is still trying to convince me doesn’t taste like sludge and hope that today will be the day I learn to love it. “Text me the name, though, because I definitely won’t remember.”

“The white oak.” Dad’s deep voice bounces off the white cabinets before he enters and drops a chaste kiss onto my mom’s mouth. They celebrated their thirty-sixth wedding anniversary in February. He still kisses her every time he enters a room and my mom still blushes each time she lays eyes on him. It’s sickeningly sweet. “That’s what we’re going to get; I had to order it. Noreen called me last night to tell me it finally came in.”

“Really?” My mom’s face lights up and I’m not sure if it’s because she’s married to a man who does thoughtful shit like special ordering her trees or because she loves landscaping that much. “You didn’t tell me!”

They planted a tree in the front yard when our house was built thirty years ago. Unfortunately, two winters ago, it fell victim to a blizzard that knocked out power lines and roots alike. And while the Reserve at Horizon Creek may be a stifling hellhole put on Earth only to torture me in my lowest moments in life—let’s not talk about being one of ten people of color in my middle school of more than a thousand—it’s been around long enough that I can’t say it’s ugly. The trees planted at the inception of the neighborhood have grown into beautiful, mature trees many planned communities can’t brag about.

If the opportunity presented itself, there’s a ninety-eight percent chance I’d sell my soul to be back in LA. But even so, no palm tree can compare to the droopy willow tree in my backyard where I spent countless summer days losing myself between the worn pages of my favorite books. Now with my dad dedicating all his spare time to the flourishing vegetable garden and rosebushes, it’s almost possible for me to pretend we’re not in the middle of Ohio when I step into our fenced-in backyard.

Almost.

“Well, since it seems as if you two need a little alone time”—I hand my dad the remaining coffee, which I don’t think I’ll ever adjust to—“I’m going to run and get some caffeine I can actually stomach. Do either of you want a bagel or something?”

My mom opens her mouth, probably to defend her choice of hazelnut, but my dad beats her to it.

“Two everything bagels, toasted, with cream cheese.” He recites the order they’ve shared for years. “Just make sure to drink your coffee there and take the long way home after.”

He wiggles his eyebrows and my mom giggles.

My stomach turns, but I can’t blame the coffee this time.

“Filthy.” I grimace and shake my head in their general direction, trying to avoid direct eye contact. “And before church group, Mom? What would the Karens say?”

“Oh, honey.” She swipes a stray hair out of her face, and with one glance at her expression, I regret ever getting out of bed this morning. “Trust me. The Karens and every other woman in this neighborhood would love to experience anything like I do with your father.”

“La la la!” I stick my fingers in my ears and pretend to be disgusted by their overt and never-ending PDA. “I didn’t hear any of that!”

I hurry to my bathroom with my parents’ laughter chasing after me and make quick work of brushing my teeth and wrestling my curls into a careless bun. In LA, I never left the house without putting ample effort into my appearance. Living in the land of opportunity, I was convinced I was always one outing away from meeting someone who’d change my life.

I needed to be prepared.

So of course the one time I was caught slipping in public happened to be the one time everyone witnessed. Life is rude like that.

I contemplate putting on a bra before heading to the chain coffee shop down the road before deciding against it.

Standards? Don’t even know her!

This is Ohio. The only two people I actually liked from high school left this town as soon as the opportunity presented itself. I don’t have anyone to impress anymore.

Not even myself.

It’s just too bad my mom won’t agree.

And sure, nearing thirty should mean I don’t have to sneak out of the house anymore. However, according to the laws of Kimberly Carter, I’ll never be too old to be told to change my outfit and put on lipstick. Which is why, at twenty-nine and three-quarters years old, I tiptoe down the hallway and run out the front door. I leap into the front seat of my mom’s old minivan and peel out of the driveway without a backward glance.

Burning rubber out of my quiet suburban hometown may not be my finest moment, but it’s not my worst either. My life right now is a total dumpster fire and while there aren’t many bright sides about my current situation, at least I know I can’t sink any lower.

Watch out, Ohio.

It’s only up from here.
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I drive past a moving van as the white picket fences of the Reserve at Horizon Creek fade in the rearview mirror of the minivan I still don’t understand my parents buying. I’m an only child; we would’ve been fine with a sedan.

I adjust the radio, turning off Dad’s sports talk and finding the local station I used to listen to in high school. I’m a sucker for pop music, and the Top 100 song that blasts through the speakers soothes my soul. I’ve gotten lost in the mindless lyrics, tapping my fingers on the steering wheel, when my phone rings.

Ruby’s name lights up the screen and I contemplate letting her go to voicemail. Today has already been a day, and as much as I appreciate the motivational speeches she’s been giving me since the video hit the internet, I’m not sure I can handle any of her lawyerly logic right now.

However, I do know I can’t deal with her wrath at being ignored.

“What it do?” I answer, lacking the usual enthusiasm I greet her with.

There’s a long pause before her brash voice bursts through my phone. “Ew. What’s wrong with you?”

“Besides the obvious?” I switch the phone to the speaker, securing it between my chest and seat belt so I can keep both hands on the wheel. Safety first and all. “Not much.”

“Kim’s still sending you inspirational memes and Bible verses, isn’t she?” She throws out her accurate guess on the first go.

Ruby has been my best friend since middle school. When her parents divorced when we were fifteen, she practically lived at our house. That’s to say that she, too, has been on the receiving end of Kimberly Carter’s never-ending good-vibes-only routine.

“Kim’s gonna Kim,” I confirm what she already knew. “But today escalated to an invitation to join her church group.”

“Oh god. The Karens?” I can hear her shudder through the phone. “Were you able to get out of it? Do you need to brainstorm excuses with me?”

The worry in her voice is the first thing to cheer me up all day. Only Ruby understands the abject torture of being trapped in a room with my mom and the Karens.

“I’m good,” I reassure her. “I’m going to grab a coffee now and then I’m heading to a garden center with Dad to pick up a tree for my mom and probably more vegetable plants for him.”

Our backyard has enough tomatoes to supply Olive Garden. I doubt even he knows how many he has.

“I love that for—” she starts, but then her tone changes and the sound is muffled. “Luke, are you serious? I’ve asked you to knock a hundred times. This is a law firm, not your buddy’s place. You can’t just barge in here.” I hear poor Luke’s faint apology in the background before Ruby cuts him off. “Not now. I’m on a very important phone call.”

Before Ruby’s parents divorced, she was a pageant girl to the max. Her mom was a doctor and, breaking the societal norms, her dad was the one who drove her over state lines to compete in whatever pageant she was in that weekend. She had the bright white teeth, so much hairspray it was a miracle her hair didn’t fall out, and an entire room dedicated to housing her evening gowns. I would tag along sometimes, and even though she denies it now, she really loved competing. She was the reigning champ for a reason.

However, when news of her dad’s infidelity came to light, something inside her snapped. She quit doing pageants and made it her mission to make every man who crosses her path pay for her father’s sins. Now she’s a divorce attorney who only represents women (and men or nonbinary people) divorcing their husbands. Countless therapists have told her she has displaced anger, but she still hasn’t made any moves to address it.

“Sheesh.” I hit the directional and turn right into the shopping center where Cool Beans is located. “You’re always so hard on the poor guy.”

“Oh please. I’ve given him ample opportunities to change his behavior.” I don’t even need to see her to know she’s rolling her eyes. “If he did his job like I’ve asked, there’d be no problems. I mean, really, how hard is it to knock before entering a room?”

If this was the first time I heard her talk to an assistant like this, maybe I’d buy what she’s selling. But we talk every day and I know that’s a complete load of crap.

“Ruby, come on.” I pull into a parking spot and put my phone back to my ear. “You’ve never liked a single one of your assistants. Is it possible that you’re the problem?”

“First of all, how dare you? Second, fuck off. If we’re talking about being our own problems, then are we going to talk about how you still haven’t opened your computer since you let Peter run you out of LA? Did you at least email that Reggie guy back?”

I knew I should’ve let her go to voicemail.

“Hold up. How did you being mean to Luke somehow turn into an attack on me?”

“Because if you think that was mean, then I’ve clearly been treating you with kid gloves for way too long.”

Ruby’s sent me emails about remote writing opportunities and has let me vent about my broken, humiliated heart without judgment. I knew it wouldn’t last forever, but I definitely wasn’t prepared for her to rip into me in a strip mall parking lot.

Up until right now, she’s danced around the subject of my ruined career and scumbag ex. I shouldn’t have told her about Reggie emailing me. He’s the only person from the industry who’s reached out to me, but the cynic in me can’t tell if he’s reaching out from genuine concern or morbid curiosity. It’s not fair to put that on him; he was the first showrunner I ever worked with and has never been anything but wonderful to me, but I’m still too nervous to email him and find out. It would be a hit I’m not sure I could handle to find out he’s not the person I thought he was.

“Please.” I turn off the car and grab my purse. “You don’t have kid gloves and you know it.”

Ruby has a strong left hook and a stronger right, and each punch is laced with an uncomfortable amount of truth.

“I do too.” The lawyer in her can’t help but argue. “If I didn’t, I would’ve already told you that it doesn’t matter that Peter screwed you over; you can’t just wallow in fucking Ohio and watch Little Mix reaction videos on YouTube all day. We got out of there as soon as we could for a reason. If you don’t get your crap together, who are you going to end up like?”

I’m about to launch a full-out defense of my Little Mix obsession—they should have hit it huge in America and I will never forgive the music industry—but it all disappears the moment my feet hit the sidewalk and I set eyes on the last person I ever thought I’d see today.

Scratch that.

The last person I wanted to see. Ever.

“Oh my god, Nate.”

“Exactly!” Ruby yells into the phone, obviously not grasping the severity of this situation. “You could end up like Nate the Snake! I wonder what he’s doing. Didn’t he say he wanted to be an accountant? What kind of teenager dreams of being an accountant?”

“No, Ruby!” I hiss into the phone, spinning out of view and plastering my back to a brick wall. “I mean Nate, here. At the coffee shop.”

“Oh shit.” She whispers into the phone as if he could hear her. “What’s he doing there?”

Admittedly, I don’t have any friends left here. But just because I don’t have friends doesn’t mean I don’t have archenemies.

I do.

And his name is Nathanial Adams.

I don’t need to explain why he’s the worst. The name says it all. Everything about him is stuck-up and overly serious.

“It’s a coffee shop; he’s getting coffee.” Because of course he is. God forbid one thing in my life not turn into a total, utter disaster.

“Well? How’s he look?” she whisper-shouts into the phone.

“Seriously, Ruby? That’s what you’re asking me right now?” The heat from the brick exterior is seeping through the thin cotton shirt I threw on before I left the house and people passing by are starting to stare.

“What? He was an arrogant jerk, but he was also super cute.” She may hate men, but she still very much appreciates them—to look at, not to talk to, she always tells me. “He’s not on social media and curious minds want to know how he’s held up over the years.”

“You’re ridiculous, and curious minds are going to have to stay curious,” I inform her. “I’m waiting out here until he leaves.”

“Let me get this straight. You’re hiding outside of a coffee shop to avoid a guy you didn’t like in high school and I’m the ridiculous one?”

Well, when she says it like that . . .

“Fine, I’ll go in.” I push off the wall and the slight breeze in the air instantly relieves my burning back. “But only because I’m starting to get a migraine from my lack of caffeine.”

“Tell yourself whatever you need.”

For a split second, I consider driving back home and settling for hazelnut sludge, but then I remember my parents’ need for alone time. Gross.

I shake away thoughts of what might be happening on the kitchen counters and draw in a deep breath before breaching the corner.

And because the universe absolutely fucking despises me, I run right into Nate.

“I’m so sor—” His deep voice ignites a fire in my veins. My body remembers him even though my mind has fought to forget everything about him. “Collins?”

“Nate.” The soles of my feet itch with the need to run, but I stand firm. Unfortunately for me, my stubbornness outweighs my desire for self-preservation. “Hi.”

“Oh my fucking god,” Ruby screams into the phone and nearly shatters my eardrum.

“Gotta go, bye.” I hang up before she can scream some more and pray to all that is holy that he didn’t hear her. But if the condescending smirk on Nate’s face is indicative of anything, he heard more than enough.

Have I mentioned how much I hate Ohio?

“Ruby?” He nods his chin in the direction of my phone. “Sounds like not much has changed.”

I tuck my phone into my purse even though I want to throw it at him.

You’d think after ten years apart from someone, they’d lose the ability to bring you to violence with a simple nod. But not Nathanial Adams. No, everything about his stupid, symmetrical face is utterly punchable.

I’m not sure if it’s because he’s wearing a cable-knit sweater in June or because he’s aiming the same smug smile he tortured me with in high school at me, but all of a sudden my mind is empty save for every single wrong he’s ever done me. And why, if I hate Peter with the fire of the sun, I hate Nate with the power of two.

I guess that’s what happens when the guy you thought was your best friend goes away one summer and completely ghosts you when he gets back.

Time, in fact, does not heal all wounds.

“A lot has changed, actually.” I try to present an air of confidence I most definitely do not feel. “But she’s still Ruby.”

“I bet.” He steps to the side as an older man sidles by. “I can’t imagine either one of you ever changing too much.”

Poison laces the innocuous words. Nate thinks he’s smarter than everyone around him and has somehow tricked the masses into going along with it. He’s the type of person who can insult people with such ease, they end up thanking him. Whereas I struggled to make friends growing up, people naturally gravitated toward Nate.

The urge to tell him to fuck off is on the tip of my tongue, but my mom has eyes and ears everywhere. The last thing I need is one of the Karens bringing hot gossip about me causing a scene outside Cool Beans to Bible study.

“Yeah, unfortunately, we can’t all experience such radical growth.” I let my eyes travel the length of his body—which looks better than it has the right to, encapsulated in khakis and a pullover—before meeting his stare. “Accountant chic, living in the burbs? Who would’ve thought?”

Bullseye.

His hazel eyes narrow and the tips of his ears flame red. It’s so much more fun to go head-to-head with a person when you’re aware of their tells.

“And you? Are you finally visiting your parents? I know you couldn’t be bothered to come to Mr. Carter’s retirement party.” He leans in, his voice dropping despite having nobody near us. “Or did you have to move back home because you couldn’t hack it in LA?”

The wound is still too fresh. I flinch as his words slice straight through the oozing hole I’ve been trying to fill with tequila shooters and Netflix movies.

He knows he hit his mark, and much like my reaction, his sadistic grin widens.

The really messed-up part is that I’m not even mad about his jab; I’m angry I let him see that his words affected me. Pissed I reacted.

I’ve gotten soft.

I blame Mom’s love of inspirational quotes.

But this is a wake-up call. If I’m going to be living in my own literal hell, I have to be prepared for the devil to strike at any moment. And by the devil, I mean Nate.

Obviously.

“Well.” I push past him and pull open the glass door to Cool Beans. “As much as I’m enjoying standing around and pretending like it’s good to see you, I’d rather be doing literally anything else.”

“Real nice, Collins.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a key fob. “Classy as ever.”

He clicks a button on the fob and the lights on a midsized sedan blink.

“Really? A Buick?” I yell with one foot in the coffee shop. “Are you eighty?”

His steps don’t even falter as he crosses the pothole-riddled parking lot and tosses his parting shot over his shoulder. “At least I have a car.”

Quick and effective.

Just like he was when he changed his number and pretended like he didn’t know me when I saw him at the movies with his new cool friends.

I forget all about my mom’s church friends. I lift my middle finger straight into the air and hold it steady for him to see as he drives away.

I knew coming back home wasn’t going to be fun, but not even being the internet’s favorite tragedy could have prepared me for this. Nathanial Adams is the one person I didn’t account for, and I’m now realizing what a grave mistake that was.




[image: image]
I planned on drinking my coffee at Cool Beans, but that quickly changed once I sat down. The familiar burn of humiliation as judgmental gazes lingered my way thanks to my little show with Nate was too much to handle. Even though things aren’t as bad as they were in LA when the video first came out, I’m not sure the feeling that comes with everyone staring and laughing at you ever fades.

I try to take the long way home, but there are only so many detours you can take in our tiny subdivision. I pull into my parents’ driveway and grab my iced coffee from one of multiple cup holders in the minivan. The melting ice has diluted the espresso-and-milk concoction, but the bitter aftertaste is still notable. It’s the perfect pairing for my attitude after my run-in with Nate . . . and my life in general.

I’ve known Nate since I was in sixth grade and he transferred into my class during the middle of the semester. Everyone always wants to meet the new kid, but there was something different about him. He stood out for many reasons—his clothes weren’t as nice and he lived with his single dad—but he never seemed to care. At eleven, the arrogance I hate so much now seemed like a quiet confidence so elusive to most middle school kids.

And I wanted it.

I just didn’t know that he’d eventually turn on me. I didn’t realize one day I’d regret experiencing the warmth and contentment being near him caused. That I’d feel so stupid and betrayed, I’d still be reeling from it more than a decade later.

I check the clock, not sure if I’ve been gone long enough for my parents, and decide to stay in the car for a few extra minutes. Even though gas prices are a bazillion dollars and the only thing I’m contributing to the house is my winning personality, I crank up the AC and leave the engine running as I try to forget my entire interaction with Nate.

Reclining the seat, I take stock of my surroundings.

It’s wild. I moved away years ago, yet at first glance, so much of the neighborhood is still frighteningly familiar. The houses I grew up riding my bike past have barely changed. The white shutters Mr. Johnson paints every spring still adorn his beige house. The American flag Mrs. Fowler hung the day her son joined the army still waves proudly outside her front door. Even my parents haven’t replaced the swing they installed on our front porch when I was in third grade. It’s like this little bubble in the middle of Ohio is safe from change. Stuck in time for better or worse.

But when you look a little closer, the differences can’t be ignored or overstated. Whereas the buildings don’t age, the same can’t be said for the people.

The elderly couple that lived across the street and always gave me Popsicles passed away a couple of summers ago. Their children didn’t hesitate before conducting an estate sale and putting the home on the market. My mom called me every day for a week, filling me in on neighborhood gossip I wasn’t even remotely interested in. The kids I babysat for to make a little money during the summer are now speeding through the neighborhood, on their way to graduating. Mr. and Mrs. Welch sold their house a month ago—ditching Ohio for Arizona—and now the moving van I passed earlier is parked in their driveway.

I watch with bored interest as a constant stream of moving men work together to unload the truck. If I thought I looked miserable, I don’t even hold a candle to these poor men. There’s one house between us, but even with the distance, I swear I can still see the sweat dripping down their foreheads. Each box looks heavier than the last, but the manual labor doesn’t seem as intense as the blond woman standing by, shouting out directions.

Wearing platform wedges with jeans so bedazzled they’ve almost blinded me twice, she’s gesturing like the leader of a marching band with her free hand and holding on to an oversized tumbler—that I’d bet money was filled with wine—with the other. She looks familiar, but I can’t
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I can honestly say that writing the acknowledgments for my seventh book is a dream so big, I didn’t dare dream it. So first and foremost, thank you, reader, for picking up this book and for coming along on this journey with me. It truly wouldn’t be possible without you and I am so grateful.

I first thought of a ridiculous idea to write a romance set around a homeowners’ association in 2018 and I never thought anyone would let me write it. I couldn’t be happier that I was wrong! Thank you, as always, to my wonderful agent, Jessica, for not only not laughing in my face when I told her this idea, but for encouraging me to write it.

Kristine Swartz, thank you so much for everything you do. You are an editor extraordinaire and I love working with you. Your encouragement has gotten me through many writing slumps, and no compliment means more than when you say something I’ve written has made you laugh.

Jessica Mangicaro, Chelsea Pascoe, Mary Baker, and everyone at Berkley, thank you for everything that you do and the love you put into these books.

Amber Burns and Phoebe Wright, your friendship means the world to me. Thank you for letting me crash your Friday meetings and never kicking me out. Your creativity, kindness, and determination is an inspiration and I couldn’t have finished this book without you. Melissa Gill and Artavia Jarvis, I will always feel like the luckiest person on the earth that you both read my books and still chose to be my friends. My life is so much richer with you in it.

Lindsay and Maxym, this year has been pretty wild, but thank you for sticking by my side. Suzanne, I don’t think either of us knew what we were getting into as mentors, but your friendship has been a touchstone in this wild world of publishing. Rosie Danan, Andie J. Christopher, Harper Glenn, Falon Ballard, and Jen DeLuca, I don’t know how I tricked so many talented people into being my friends, but I’m glad I did!

Lin, my writing partner since day one, I don’t know if I’d have been brave enough to go on this journey without you by my side. Revelle is amazing, you’re amazing, and I can’t wait to see what you come up with next.

Abby, Taylor, Brittany, Natalie, Shay. I love writing about friendships in part because I’ve experienced the most wonderful friendships firsthand. My life wouldn’t be the same without you.

Mom, I’ve been feeling your presence a lot lately and I miss you terribly. I feel like you’ve found the peace you craved so desperately when you were here and I pray I’m right. I hope you’re with Dad, Grandma, and Grandpa. It gets a little lonely without you all here, but I’ll be forever grateful for the time I had with you.

To my family: Derrick, DJ, Harlow, Dash, and Ellis. Thank you for being my home. You are my touchstone and my reason. I love you with all my heart and I would go to the ends of the earth for you . . . even to Ohio.
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1. When Next-Door Nemesis begins, we find out that Collins has recently moved back into her parents’ home after a video of her misbehaving goes viral. Have you ever gone viral? How do you think you would react to becoming “internet famous”?

2. Collins and Nate have two very different views of the HOA and what it does. Does your neighborhood have an HOA? How do you feel about homeowners’ associations?

3. Collins’s neighbor, Ashleigh, joins multiple multilevel marketing groups. Have you or would you ever join one? If you started your own MLM, what would you sell?

4. You are officially running for your neighborhood homeowners’ association. What is your campaign slogan?

5. In order to get back at Nate, Collins decides to run against Nate for the HOA board. What’s the most ridiculous thing you’ve done in the name of petty revenge?

6. Collins often speaks about her experience of feeling “othered” growing up and how it has affected her into adulthood. How do her past experiences impact her ability to open up to Nate and trust her community?

7. Throughout the course of the book, Collins’s idea of where and what home is transforms. What does home mean to you?

8. Collins uses her writing to express her feelings. What hobby or passion helps you when you’re feeling overwhelmed?

9. If you were elected to your HOA board and could create any bylaw for everyone to follow, what would it be?

10. Nate and Collins have a bumpy history together that colors the way they see each other years later. Are you a grudge holder? What’s the longest grudge you’ve held?
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BETTER THAN FICTION



I KNOW IT’S NOT THE POLITICALLY CORRECT THING TO SAY, BUT school is most definitely for fools.

Listen, I get it. I won’t tell the kids, but I already fell victim to the great con. I was a good student—not full-scholarship good, but solid—went to a decent college, majored in something other than art. And where did it get me?

A high-paying job on Wall Street where I laugh at the peons around me complaining about school debt?

Not even close.

It landed me as the owner of a bookstore I most definitely didn’t want to own, pretending to care while this woman drones on and on about the difference between women’s fiction and romance. But, you know, good thing I aced that AP Chemistry exam.

“I’m so glad you’re able to find something you love here.” I pull out one of my many well-rehearsed responses. I hope it will send her on her way so I can do inventory—or pull out my hair—but then she cuts me off and hits me with something no amount of rehearsal could prepare me for.

“And I want you to know . . .” She reaches over and grabs my hand. I fight the urge to yank it back. Physical touch is def not my love language. “I’m just so sorry about Alice, she was always so kind to me.”

My fingers curl into hers, my aversion to touch temporarily forgotten as I seek the comfort I have yet to find since my grandma passed away a year ago.

“Thank you.” I can’t get the two small words out without my voice breaking. Sympathy swims in the woman’s eyes the same way I’m sure unshed tears are swimming in mine.

The woman, whose name I don’t remember, gives my hand one more gentle squeeze before walking away, off to bury her problems in a book with a happily ever after that’s so elusive to actual humans.

Alice Young was the best person I’ve ever known. The best person anyone has known. Every stranger who walked into her little bookstore walked out with more books than they probably wanted—and a new friend. The Book Nook sells books, obviously, but the real draw was getting to come and chat with Gran. She was wise beyond her seventy-two years and had a way of listening that made you feel like your biggest problem was actually just a pebble in your shoe. She made you feel as if you could accomplish anything. In the age of e-book conglomerates and chain bookstores dominating the market, the Book Nook never struggled.

Until she left it to me.

It’s not that I have self-esteem issues as much as I know my strengths and weaknesses. And my strength is definitely not sitting with a sympathetic ear and listening to other people’s problems. I’ve never been good at it, but I’m especially terrible at it when my own problems seem so big.

Huge.

Gigantic.

Insurmountable.

Because yeah, this isn’t my dream job or anything, but Gran left the bookstore to me. And sure, sales were through the roof the first couple of months after she passed away, with well-wishers coming to show their support. But now that the months have crawled by, people are going back to their lives. Unfortunately for me, that doesn’t include spending money at a store where Alice no longer greets them with her cheerful smile and welcoming ear.

If I don’t figure it out soon, I will lose the only tangible link I have left to my grandma.

On that thought, the bell above the front door rings and I look just in time to see Collette, Vivian, Mona, Ethel, and Beth file through the front door.

Oh shit.

I really need to check my calendar more often.

“Drew!” Mona’s voice bounces off the overstuffed bookshelves. Even at seventy, she strides through the store in her trademark three-inch stilettos, which make my feet wince. Her gray hair has not a strand out of place and her pink-painted lips stand out on her pale, gently wrinkled face, which has aged gracefully over the years. “What are you doing standing over here looking all sad? Is it because you’re wearing those sandals again?”

“The way you come for me every time you see me is still completely unnecessary, Mona.” We live in Colorado: Birkenstocks are not only a completely reasonable footwear choice; it’s practically mandatory for all Denverites to own a pair.

Also, it’s still strange for me to call her Mona instead of Mrs. Fuller, but as I transitioned into adulthood, she insisted that I call her by her first name only. It’s weird, but I acquiesced. Respect your elders and all that jazz.

It is kind of nice to feel like I’m on an even field with them now. Even though they’re a lot older than me, they’re still the coolest people I know.

“Coming for you? I just want you to join us and sit with some old ladies for a little while.”

“Well, if you insist.” I play it cool, but there’s actually not a chance in hell I’d ever pass on the opportunity to listen to them very self-righteously talk shit about every person they know.

I aspire to be just like them when I grow up.

Minus the book club, obvi. Maybe I’ll start a podcast club or something.

She links her arm through mine. Her nearly translucent skin is a stark contrast against my golden-brown skin.

“How’s Mr. Fuller?” I always ask about her husband of almost fifty years when I see her.

“Old and cranky. Happy golfing weather has returned, though not as happy as I am to get him out of the house.” The snide words don’t match the dreamy look that crosses her face whenever his name is mentioned.

I love seeing how happy she still is. My best friend, Elsie, married her high school sweetheart before she could even legally drink—I still tease her relentlessly for her sparkling grape juice toasts—and is blissfully happy with four kids. As for me, however, I’m very much not into the idea of marriage.

I don’t even like myself half the time and you’re telling me it’s a good idea to latch myself on to one other person until death do we freaking part? Or more likely, until they cheat, get bored, or whatever other reason fifty percent of marriages end in divorce.

Yeah. No thank you.

It’s probably a good thing I have no interest in marriage. I’m not fighting off a swarm of potential suitors. Apparently my winning personality isn’t doing it for them.

Their loss.

When we reach the back corner of the bookstore where the Dirty Birds—the name they chose for their book club—meet on the second Wednesday of every month, they’re cackling just like their name would suggest. Copies of whatever romance novel they decided to read this month are sitting on the coffee table and each woman is in her unofficial-official chair. None of the chairs are the same. Gran and I would take weekly trips to the flea market, and she’d treat me to a fancy coffee and pastry before we’d spend hours wandering around, hoping to find the next treasure to grace her store. It took us months before we found all seven chairs that now occupy the nook portion of the Book Nook. I sanded and painted them all a creamy shade of mint while Gran sewed cushions to top them.

Now when I look at the chairs filled with all her friends, laughing and chatting like she imagined, I struggle to remember the joy we had creating them. All I see is the empty seventh seat.

Her seat.

“Did you finally read this month’s book?” Collette, the most crass of the Dirty Birds, narrows her eyes when I sit. Her hair is dyed a bright red that turns a little orange and always clashes with her red lipstick.

“You know I didn’t.” I’ve never participated in a book club and I never will. Once I watched the movie instead but was shamed so intensely for it, I avoided them for a week. The Dirty Birds are vicious.

“You do know you own a bookstore now,” she reminds me, as if I’ve thought of anything else since the lawyers read Gran’s will all those months ago. “You have to read books. You can’t keep this place running if you don’t know the products.”

“Geez, Collette, give the girl a break. She just inherited the place!” Sweet Beth sticks up for me. “Not even you could read all the time when you were working. Just because you’re retired now doesn’t mean she can do whatever you think she should be doing.”

I want to high-five Beth, but I resist when Collette’s knowing glare cuts my way.

“Fine,” she mumbles, leaning back into her seat. “But you’re going to need to start reading something. You can’t own a bookstore and hate books!”

She’s not wrong. This is why I thought Gran was only leaving me her necklace I loved so much.

My fingers drift to the pendant always resting on my chest. She still left me the necklace; it’s just that now it feels more like an apology than a gift. Especially since she left me to fight off her son too.

“I’ll figure it out.” I wave off her concern, sounding much less worried than I actually am. “What book are you reading this time?”

Vivian leans forward, the creak of her chair cutting through the quiet chatter. “Last Hope, by Jasper Williams.” Color fills her cheeks as she summarizes the book for me, and I can’t help but wonder exactly how dirty these Dirty Birds are getting. Maybe I should start reading along, given how single I am. “Oh, and it was just so lovely. The way he writes. I’ll never get over it.”

“You’ve read him before, haven’t you?” I recognize the name right away. It’s a popular one in the store; soccer moms and pierced pixies alike request his work weekly. Jasper Williams stands out among the shelves of female romance authors despite the understated covers that grace all his books.

“You’d know that if you’d read the damn books with us.” Collette’s raspy smoker’s voice rises and I bite back my smirk. I didn’t mean to, but getting her worked up is one of my favorite pastimes.

“Maybe next month,” I lie. And by the exaggerated roll of her eyes, she knows I’m full of it.

It’s not that I don’t like stories. Of course I do. I’m human, after all. I just like my stories told to me in a different way. I like visuals. The countless stories photographs can tell. The real-life images where the curve of a mouth can tell more than any book can. The perfectly framed shot of a mountain that allows your imagination to drift to the countless lives that have graced the landscape. Those are the stories I’m drawn to. I love conjuring hope myself, not being force-fed broken promises or lies telling me love is for everyone and I’m right around the corner from a happy ending of my very own.

“Oooorrrr . . .” Ethel drags out the word. My spine snaps straight. I recognize that tone and the meddling that always follows it. “You could read it before this weekend because Jasper Williams has agreed to come to the store. He’s going to join our book club and do a reading.”

I shake my head, trying to understand. “What do you mean? Shouldn’t I know about in-store events?”

“Well, now you know, dear.” Mona reaches for her copy on the table . . . the one with about eight hundred sticky notes popping out from the pages. “It’s Saturday evening. The reading begins at five, followed by a discussion lasting until six or so, but he said he’s flexible. I put it on your calendar. I thought you would’ve seen it by now.”

I grab my phone out of my back pocket and open up my calendar, but nothing is there. I swipe around a little more, trying to see if she entered it somewhere else by mistake.

“It’s not on my calendar.”

“Oh no, not on your phone.” Mona laughs and shakes her head like I’m being silly. “I said your calendar. The one on your desk.”

I barely manage to fight back my groan.

This is just one of the problems that come with inheriting a business from your grandma. Mona and Ethel helped me get organized when I officially took over about nine months ago. And by that, I mean they nagged me about how I did everything and tried to force a day planner on me. For some ridiculous reason, I assumed that once the adjustment phase was over, they would step away completely. I should’ve known better.

“Mona, you know that was Gran’s planner, not mine.” And I avoid it like the freaking plague. I made the mistake of opening it once, and seeing her heavily slanted penmanship covering the pages with plans she would no longer be here for broke me.

“Well, she left you the store and that includes everything in it. Besides”—Mona lifts her chin in the air, looking down her nose at me—“if I don’t put it in there, how am I supposed to schedule things for the Book Nook?”

“Ummm . . . I’m not sure?” Sarcasm is heavy in my voice. “Maybe don’t? Or ask me?”

“Nonsense. It’s going to be amazing. You’ll thank us.” She waves me off like I’m the little girl I was when she met me and not a grown woman trying—and fine, whatever, maybe failing—to run a business. “Now, where should we start? I think that little bit by the lake in chapter two was interesting.”

On that note . . .

I stand up, ignoring the way my chair groans beneath my weight, and make my way to my office in the back to cancel the booty call—I mean the date—I had scheduled for Saturday and add Jasper Williams to my calendar.

A Saturday night spent listening to some old guy mansplain what women want?

Can’t freaking wait.




Love isn't always by the book,

but if you’re lucky, it can be . . .
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