

    
            Chapter One 





			The Present: Hazel

			Where the hell was Cherry?

			The phone rang in the main gallery for the fourth time, then rolled over into my workspace in the back when no one answered. Was the gallery so busy that Cherry couldn’t answer? Seriously, that was practically her only job.

			I almost didn’t answer the phone. I was being petty, sitting in the back office of the gallery, digging my nails into my palms. Shit. Hiring Cherry had been a colossal mistake. Stupidly—or maybe it was plain cowardice—I hadn’t said anything to my business partner, Keera, at the time. Now I was stuck doing both our jobs.

			I should’ve let it go to voice mail. Proof of Cherry’s actual incompetence might have come in handy, but I hated loose ends. So I picked up. “Hazel Ross Gallery.” Even I heard the annoyance in my voice, so I tried to soften it. “May I help you?”

			“I hope so.” The woman ran her words together quickly. “I’m looking for Hazel Ross.”

			I winced. “I’m sorry, she’s not available. Can I take a message?” Total cop-out, I know. I was Hazel Ross of the Hazel Ross Gallery, but I was more interested in edging out of my office to see why Cherry couldn’t pick up the damn phone.

			“Oh no. Are you sure?” The caller’s voice cracked in frustration. “Ann Ross suggested I call her. That’s her grandmother. She even gave me her cell phone information, but I can’t find it. It’s an emergency.”

			Shit, shit. I froze halfway into the hallway. It was one of those calls. I’d told Gran a million times to stop giving out my number to anyone who had unexplainable problems.

			Sometimes, I saw reflections of the past like little movies that randomly popped up right in front of me. Not ghosts, not visions, just echoes of events that were tied to the location where they originally happened. I had no control over when or where they arrived, and they drove me crazy.

			Gran believed it was my civic duty to help anyone in need, and while I was all for paying it forward, most of these people wanted a reality show experience, not the unexamined truth.

			Shit, shit, shit. If Gran had given out my cell phone, she was asking for the favor, and I would do absolutely anything for her. “Sorry.” I sighed. “This is Hazel Ross. I thought you were a gallery customer.”

			“Oh, thank goodness.” Relief poured out of the phone. “Look, Hazel, we’re in trouble up here. Terrible trouble. I’ve no idea what is going on.” She began to trip over her words again. “But it’s getting worse. Jo and I are beyond frustrated, and the dog won’t even come into the house. I can’t—”

			“Lauren? You didn’t call her, did you?” Another voice cut in from the background. I must have been on speakerphone. “I thought we agreed. We weren’t going to get her involved.” This woman’s voice was low and calm, with a hint of a storm brewing.

			And really sexy.

			“She can help, Jo.”

			“You’re being ridiculous.”

			“I told you. Grandmother said to call her,” Lauren shot back. “She can put this to rest once and for all. She can communicate with whatever is here.”

			“No, I can’t,” I jumped in, trying to end this fast. “There are no such things as ghosts.”

			“See?” Jo said, her voice getting closer. “We don’t always have to do what Grandmother tells us. Besides, those ghost hunting shows on TV are made up.”

			“She’s right,” I said again. “And for the record, I am not a ghost hunter. I’m a photographer, and I—”

			The phone shifted, and Jo’s voice, smooth and intense, was right in my ear. “Ms. Ross, is it?”

			I swallowed hard. I’d been single way too long. “Yes?”

			“I’m sorry my cousin bothered you. She’s a little…excitable, but we don’t need your help. Thank you for your time. And please thank your grandmother too. Good-bye.”

			The line went dead. I quickly shook off whatever fantasy was materializing around Jo. One problem solved, and I barely had to lift a finger. But problem number two? I moved into the main gallery. Problem number two was standing in the middle of the room glued to her phone.

			Cherry.

			She was dressed…well, casual didn’t even begin to cover it. Shorts so tiny, the pockets stuck out and a frilly crop top that barely skimmed her belly. Not exactly work appropriate.

			I headed over. “Cherry?”

			She didn’t look up. “Hold up,” she muttered, her thumbs flying over the phone.

			“I need you to answer the gallery phone when it rings,” I said firmly.

			“Keera said I could take a break every hour,” she replied, still staring at her screen. “And she’s the boss.”

			“She’s only half the boss,” I corrected. “And you’re looking at the other half. Well, you would be if you put your phone away.” Too many words; I’d lost her. The gallery phone rang again. “Break’s over,” I said simply.

			Cherry shot me a death glare but dragged herself over to the desk. She didn’t put her cell away, and new texts dinged with almost every step. At least she dropped it on the table to answer the gallery phone.

			“Hazel Ross Gallery.” Cherry listened, rolling her eyes like doing her job was the biggest inconvenience of her life. “Yeah, it’s on till the end of the month.” Her lips pressed into a tight slash. “Yeah, you’ll see the GloFish as soon as you walk in.” She paused, scanning the room for a quick exit. “Yeah, Suki Lush is in some of the photos. Oh, is there any chance you can call back later?” Her whole face lit up as she dropped the phone into its headset, cutting off the call.

			I followed her gaze to the front door, and honestly, my breath quickened as well.

			Keera swept into the gallery like she owned the place, which, to be fair, she half did. She was tall, red-haired, and gorgeous in a white-on-white pantsuit with no shirt underneath. The jacket, open to almost her belly button, showed enough cleavage to bring women, men, even aliens into her orbit.

			Keera was my current gallery partner and ex-girlfriend. A fifty-fifty split in the business that I had stupidly agreed to after a night of mind-blowing sex. On my end. In hindsight, going down on me twice had probably been a surefire strategy to soften me up for the negotiations later. We’d already been together for over a year, and I’d thought she was the one.

			We’d met at a bar. I was celebrating my graduation from California College of the Arts in Oakland, and she, bored and beautiful, had taken me home for some “low-stakes fun.” After several orgasms on her end, I’d showed her a picture of my childhood dog that was tucked away in my wallet, and everything shifted. She had studied it and given me the first true smile of the night.

			“How did you get it to look like that?” she had asked.

			“Like what?” I’d never thought of it as anything more than a clumsy photo of a dog I loved.

			“Like it knows you’re taking the picture. Like it’s completely opening up to you. This is incredible, Hazel.”

			I’d wanted to correct her: no dog was ever an it. But a deep flush had crept across my cheeks, and I hadn’t wanted to ruin what might have been developing because she had seemed interested in more than low-stakes fun.

			“I thought you said you took pictures of still life and architecture.”

			I’d nodded. I had all the way through art school. I’d already seen too many people in real life and in my reflections.

			“Could you do this again? Say, with another dog or any animal?”

			“Yes.” I would’ve told her I could’ve photographed an alien on Mars. All I’d wanted was another night with her.

			Keera had cupped my cheek. I hadn’t realized then that it was her one tender gesture. “Okay.”

			She could see I had a gift, not that I saw reflections of the past as large as life. That confession came later, and truth be told, she’d never believed a word of it. No, she had seen it from a different angle. My ability to capture something emotional in my photographs. She could already see a million pictures: all animal portraits that connected with people in a deeply human way.

			To her credit, she had been the first person to believe in my talent. She had swept me into her orbit, and together, we’d built everything: studio sessions with celebrities who had money to burn, a lucrative art gallery, and an impressive online presence.

			Then she’d dumped me.

			Only personally. Professionally, we were still very much an item. But I was no longer the one she called to her bed. Cherry had that privilege now. With way too much ass hanging out of her shorts, she walked up to Keera and kissed her noisily on the lips.

			“Hey, babe.” Keera kept the kiss short. “I need to talk to Hazel. Dinner when you get off?”

			She didn’t wait for a response and held out to me the People magazine that had been tucked under her arm. “Got an advance copy. The article’s fantastic, if I do say so myself. Come take a look.” She walked away just far enough to make it clear I was supposed to follow. I did. Like always.

			My office was more functional than flashy, mostly a workroom. A large butcher block with lots of drawers for flat files sat in the middle of the room. Bright red barstools gave the room comfortable seating and a pop of color. An L-shaped desk with four huge monitors took over one corner, and the rest of the room was cabinet storage for my equipment. Pretty bare-bones since most of my shoots were on location, and if we did need a studio, Keera rented one down the street from the San Francisco Museum of Modern Art.

			She dropped the magazine on the butcher block and pulled two stools together so we could both look at it. “Page thirty-six.” She slid the magazine across the smooth wood as if she was giving me control.

			I flipped the pages slowly, already dreading what I might see. Keera had been pushing my brand in a direction I wasn’t sure about. And when I hit page thirty-six, I knew for sure. I hated it. Big, bold black letters summed up the artist I’d become:

			Hazel Ross

			Pet Photographer to the Stars

			A touched-up version of myself stared at me from under the title. My eyes, normally a washed-out blue, were now the azure of a Caribbean sea. My curly, shoulder-length hair was a little blonder and a lot tamer. My teeth, without me accompanying them, had been to several whitening sessions with a dentist. Finally, the scar on my forehead, thanks to a skiing accident in Tahoe, had completely vanished.

			“What the fuck?”

			“What part?”

			“All of it. The picture is ridiculous.” I squinted. “Did they give me lipstick?”

			“Maybe a touch. You look fantastic. It’s great marketing.”

			“And who the hell came up with this?” I jabbed my forefinger at the headline. “Pet Photographer to the Stars?”

			“I did.”

			“It’s not true.”

			“It is.”

			“Well, I don’t want it to be true.”

			“You’re the only one.” Keera shot back. “People eat this stuff up, Hazel. They come to the gallery to see the celebrity pics and then buy prints and T-shirts by the boatload.”

			“I know how it works, Keera.” I was annoyed but maybe because I could still see her hand cupped around Cherry’s cheek.

			The true headline should’ve been:

			U-Hauled or U-Stalled

			Hazel Ross Can’t Get Her Ex Out of Her Head

			Keera tapped the top of the page like she was sealing the deal. “This pays for your new-build condo with views of both bridges. It pays the monthly stipend to your grandmother, and it writes all those checks to more animal charities than I can count.”

			“I know.” I dropped my head in defeat. She had me beat. We both had a hand in creating the ridiculous Hazel Ross grinning up at me. “Tell them to get rid of the lipstick.”

			“Okay. I’ll ask. Would you read the article, though? It’s good.”

			“Fine.” I pulled the magazine to me.

			She wasn’t wrong. The staff writer had painted a broader picture of me as an artist. She did start with the celebrity shoots to hook the reader. Some of the most famous appeared with their wolf-hybrid dogs and Savannah cats, cobras and pot-bellied pigs. But soon, the article shifted to me. How my photographs without celebrities had also appeared in National Geographic and Life and how they depicted the magic and vulnerability of animals in the wild. She even credited my Animals Lost in Nature series with advancing environmental conservation efforts. And Keera was right, the manatee and dolphin photos at the end would fund even more charity donations. Damn her.

			Then I remembered I had another bone to pick with her. “I’m not sure Cherry’s working out.”

			Her smile tightened. “Excuse me?”

			“She’s unprofessional. She dresses like a teenager who’s going clubbing. The calls roll back here so often, I can’t get my work done. And today, the one call I heard her answer, she hung up the second you walked through the door.”

			A tiny, self-satisfied gleam hit Keera’s eyes. Cherry’s loyalty wasn’t just noted. It was rewarded. “She wouldn’t want me to tell you this, but she’s having a real problem with her roommate, and she may have to find a new living situation. We both need to be sensitive to her situation.”

			“What you mean is that I need to be more sensitive,” I snapped. “You can’t have it both ways. We need to protect this business, and you can’t hire whoever you’re sleeping with.” What I didn’t add was that it wasn’t good for my mental health either. I didn’t need to see the endless parade of women, all way sexier than I was, who had taken my place.

			Keera stood in deliberate silence, pulled the magazine to her, and dropped it into her oversized purse.

			I bit my lip. Shit. Had I gone too far?

			“We can talk about it when we get back,” she said in a tactical shift, her retreat smooth.

			I didn’t want to, but I bit. “From where?”

			“New York. Great news. I didn’t want to tell you until it was settled, but I’ve been talking to Caleb Fisher’s manager. You know he had that drunken debacle in some nightclub after one of his concerts, and they’re looking to humanize him. They got Vogue to agree to a spread, and he told them that he wanted to be photographed with his falcon and hawk. He saw the shoot we did for Suki, and it’s practically a done deal.”

			This was Keera at her best. She ran from a negative to a positive so quickly, it swept the argument off its feet. And truth be told, it had always worked on me.

			Thankfully, my cell phone on the butcher block dinged, and in true Cherry style, I turned the phone toward me.

			Schlosschen Meerblick, 1 Steward Lane, Cypress Shores CA, Lauren.

			So she hadn’t lost my contact info after all.

			“Hazel, are you listening? I negotiated the copyright on two prints. This will set a new bar for all our future contracts.” That self-satisfied gleam was back in her eyes. “You want an aisle or a window seat?”

			My phone dinged again. Please, please come. Help us.

			I said nothing. Keera could keep Cherry for now, but I wasn’t going to stay and watch them slip out, hand in hand, to their romantic dinner. Instead, I grabbed my phone and a full camera bag that I always had ready for quick departures.

			“We can talk about it when I get back.” I emphasized the I as if I was the one with all the control.

			“What? Where are you going?” Her voice rose in pitch with each word.

			I didn’t bother to answer. She’d literally and psychologically turn me around if I stayed.

			On my way! I texted back to Lauren. I was locked in now. I only hoped I wasn’t jumping from the pan right into the fire.







    
            Chapter Ten 





			The Present: Hazel

			“You’re kidding me. That can’t possibly be the end.” Lauren slapped the sofa she was sitting on. “There has to be more.”

			We were back in the study that was quickly becoming our unofficial headquarters. The French doors stood open, hazy summer sunlight streamed in, and the gentle breeze brought the subtle, briny tang of the sea. None of it registered fully, though, because the second after Leo had left, we’d read the letters.

			Well, Jo had. She lounged in an oversized chair, her legs draped casually over one arm. Reading out loud, she had started with Eliza’s and Joelyn’s tennis game and, without a break, carried us through to Eliza’s declaration of love, pleading for Joelyn to wait.

			Jo’s reading voice was all liquid and soft at the edges. It slid through me like a gentle touch. There was something almost healing about it, smoothing over all the jagged cracks that Keera and her carousel of girlfriends had left.

			Jo was also, surprisingly, a great actor. She gave Eliza a tender innocence that added to the drama of her story. Not that their love affair needed any more drama.

			“That’s it, Ren. Last one. There aren’t any more.” Jo turned the last letter over as if there might be a secret message scrawled on the back. It was crumpled in a way that suggested it had been read many times, maybe even thrown away, retrieved, and then carefully spread out. Jo handed it over, and I dropped it neatly on the pile that I’d been slowly building on the coffee table as she read them. Their love story in reverse.

			On the sofa, Lauren brought her legs under her body. “Did Joelyn wait for her? Did they ever see each other again?”

			“There’s no way of knowing.” Jo shrugged.

			“Hazel, do you know? Are there any clues from the reflections?” Lauren wasn’t giving up.

			“Nothing beyond what I’ve already told you. We know that Clarissa knew about the letters. And that she and Jo were presumably fighting about them or the relationship in the past. We know that Joelyn’s response was to hide them and her love away from everyone.”

			Lauren shook her head as if she wasn’t buying it. “Clarissa seemed so forward thinking whenever she came up in Eliza’s letters. I’m shocked she wouldn’t support her daughter.”

			I sighed, the weight of the question settling over me. “Scandal is a lot easier to take when it doesn’t hit close to home. Supporting a lesbian daughter in the 1920s is a lot harder than advocating for social justice at arm’s length.”

			“We do know that Joelyn disappeared from the family record about this time.” Count on Jo to bring everything back into focus.

			“Maybe she ran away. To Europe. Paris, I hope.” Lauren started to spin a story that was easy to get behind. “With Eliza. There, they could’ve lived on their own terms, away from judgment.”

			“Maybe,” Jo said. “It would be nice to think so. But would she have left without this?”

			She held up the only other item we’d found in the box, a breathtaking pendant: a black opal, vivid and otherworldly, set in eighteen karat gold and surrounded by diamonds. The pendant’s design resembled a heart, purposely cut in half.

			The Christmas heart.

			It was far more extravagant and expensive than I’d imagined. And undeniably the kind of keepsake someone would take if they were running away with the love of their life.

			“Probably not.” Lauren pulled herself into an even tighter ball on the sofa. “She would’ve taken it.”

			“Especially if she gave the other half to Eliza.” Jo carefully retied the faded ribbon around the letters I’d stacked, her hands steady. Her gaze was fixed on her task, pointedly avoiding mine. Why wouldn’t she look at me? Something other than discovering the box had happened upstairs, but I had no idea what.

			“Okay, so they probably didn’t end up in Paris,” Lauren said, oblivious, “but that doesn’t mean it ended badly for them.”

			“I don’t think we’ll ever know.”

			Lauren sucked in a quick breath, almost a gasp. “We’ve talked about this. You can’t lose faith, Jo. This isn’t the end of their story or yours.”

			Yours? How was this the end of Jo’s story?

			Jo flinched, and her lips pinched tight. I’d been around her long enough to know it was her go-to move when annoyed.

			Lauren turned to me. “Back me up here, Hazel.”

			What was she asking? I was stuck in the middle of a moment that was way heavier than it appeared on the surface. Jo had retreated behind walls that seemed less about shutting me out and more about protecting herself. Still, I desperately wanted in, to help her through whatever she was going through.

			I rubbed the back of my neck, grappling with how to respond. I would answer a question that wasn’t even on the table. “Everyone wants the recordings to answer the questions as if they’re AI generated. They never do. The reflections were made long before the questions were even asked. Joelyn and Clarissa had no idea that we’d be sitting here now, piecing this all together. Sorry, this is the one thing I know. Whenever I see anything, the reflection brings up more questions than answers.”

			Jo slid a hand through her shiny hair, her expression still distant. Lauren shook her head. I wasn’t surprised she didn’t take “no” very well. “What? You’re giving up too?”

			“No. I’m saying that none of us can control what happens next. I mean, seeing Joelyn and Clarissa, finding the box, and hearing their story might be enough to quiet the energy in the house. Isn’t that what you wanted?”

			“Yes, but…”

			“Look, I’ve seen this before,” I added. “Reflections come and fade away like old photographs, and you lose the connection.” What I didn’t add was that the connection between me and Jo, this delicate bond we’d built over the last few days, was fading too. For me, that was what had made this adventure special. It was Lauren’s first ride, but I’d been at this rodeo countless times.

			“But could it also work the other way? We’re part of the energy now. Maybe if you stay, you’ll see more?”

			Jo shook her head emphatically. “Ren, she has a life to get back to. We’ve already taken up too much of her time.” Her tone wasn’t harsh, just tired. Like she had been carrying something heavy for too long. The mysteries of the house? Camille? Me? Something else entirely? Plain proof that people only got a fraction of the whole story, even when they were standing smack in the middle of it.

			My stomach twisted into tight knots. My time at Meerblick was over. Was I acting like a petulant child? Maybe, but I didn’t want to stay anywhere where I wasn’t fully welcome. I got enough of that at my own gallery.

			“Jo’s right,” I said finally. “I’ve got a couple of loose ends in my own life that I need to deal with.” Keera and Cherry both loomed in front of me as if they were reflections. “Unfortunately,” I said mostly to myself, “there’s drama in the present too.”

			And just like that, the adventure was over. Way too abruptly, but that was how it was working out. I packed my things, promised Lauren I’d stay in touch, and almost said something to Jo when she handed me a travel mug of coffee. But I didn’t.

			Before I knew it, I stood on the gravel driveway next to my car. Edgar nosed my hand, and I crouched to give him a long hug. I rubbed my face in his soft fur. He was the one uncomplicated thing I was leaving behind. I wondered what I’d do with the pictures I’d taken of him.

			Lauren wrapped me in her arms and squeezed tight. “I’m not letting this go,” she whispered into my ear. “I’m going to talk to Jo.”

			Jo stood back, raising a hand in a silent farewell. There was no hug, no lingering glance, only a polite little wave. My stomach twisted again. I got in my car and drove down the driveway. The little pebbles crunched loudly under my tires.

			Out on the highway, I called Lana, Keera’s ex. “Any chance you can hold down the fort for one more day?” I asked, half expecting a hard no.

			She didn’t even hesitate. “Sure. I could use the cash.” And then, almost as an afterthought, she said, “Oh, and you missed some big drama. Keera and Cherry had this massive blowout on the sidewalk outside the gallery. Something about New York. Keera told Cherry she wasn’t going. I guess she had promised Cherry a trip there as part of the relationship package. She stormed off in one direction, Keera in the other. Man, if I hadn’t been here, it would have been a real mess.”

			“Thank you,” I said, genuinely grateful. I made a mental note to invite her out for drinks when all this chaos subsided. Maybe we could be friends?

			Next, I called Gran. I needed the distraction.

			She started in on me right away. Or at least, that was how I saw it. “You didn’t give them much support. You shouldn’t have left with those questions unanswered.”

			“I had nothing more to tell them. You know better than anyone that the gift gives when it wants and not when I ask.”

			“Forget the reflections. I’m not talking about their past. I’m talking about your future. Turn around and ask Jo what happened. It sounded like you were hitting it off.”

			I nearly choked. “Ha! I knew it. You were trying to set me up.”

			Silence spooled out of the car’s speakers. I could picture her drumming her fingers on the dining room table, debating how much to admit.

			“Maybe,” she said eventually. “We didn’t send you up for that reason, but we thought if you and Jo could get over yourselves, you might be a good match.”

			“Who’s we?”

			“Me, Jo’s grandmother.”

			“And Lauren?”

			“Yes, her too.”

			Unbelievable. “Look, Gran. It didn’t work. I’m done begging women to explain their actions to me. I need someone open and honest from the get-go. Or imagine this, I need a relationship that doesn’t even need explanations.”

			“Okay. Okay, I hear you, but sometimes, it’s worth sticking around to see how the story unfolds—”

			“Don’t start, Gran,” I cut her off. “You weren’t wrong. I did like Jo. But I don’t know who she is. And it doesn’t look like I’m going to get a chance to.”

			“You could—”

			“No, I couldn’t.” If I gave Gran any traction in this conversation, we’d soon be talking about what we’d name our kids all the way down the highway. “Do you want to hear about what was in the letters?”

			She did, and with each detail, our exasperations melted away. She told me that I’d been a little emotional. I was supposed to read, rude. She wasn’t wrong. Jo had gotten under my skin, and the fact that I was moving in the opposite direction, once again, from something I wanted was irritating. No excuse, though.

			Like I said, the letters smoothed everything over. Even over the phone, I could feel Gran falling into the story.

			When I got to the part about Eliza’s visit to Meerblick, I said, “And then they finally consummated their relationship.”

			“About time,” Gran replied.

			We rolled right into Eliza running from her feelings as fast as she could. And then her marriage. I didn’t do Eliza justice. The story spilling from the silver box was obviously her personal interpretation. She had been telling Joelyn what had happened, and she had been there for most of it. But Eliza had used the letters to process the events too. They were filtered, reconstructed, infused with personal intention. That was what I could appreciate about the reflections. They often felt like the unvarnished truth. No ego, no agenda. Life as it happened.

			But here was the rub: I wasn’t an observer in this story. I’d participated.

			Sitting in the den, listening to Jo read, I hadn’t only imagined Eliza and Joelyn’s first kiss. I’d experienced it. Eliza leaning in bit by bit, hesitation giving way to the weight of longing. Joelyn standing stock still, heart pounding out of her chest, terrified that even the tiniest movement would scare Eliza off. Their lips finally touching, at first barely brushing and then grabbing what they had wanted for months. As I’d sat there listening to Jo, sensual flutters had spun low in my stomach.

			So whose story was it? Theirs? Jo’s? Mine? Maybe all of ours?

			And the dream? I didn’t tell Gran about that. Hell, I was barely letting myself think about it. But I too had seen Joelyn in that sheer nightgown. I’d seen the erotic curve of her breasts, a stomach that begged to be caressed, and how had Eliza called it? Lower shadows that promised all sorts of pleasures. Lips and fingers and shivers had come at me from all directions, and even now, the ache from that experience was so close.

			Their passion simmered inside me. It was still there when I got into bed that night. The memories washed over me, and for a heartbeat, I hoped I could fall back into the fantasy.

			Nothing came. I slept through the night, dreamless and untouched. Instead, I woke up to wild pounding on my front door. Bolting upright, I flew through my condo. Peering through my peephole, I saw, of all people, Cherry.

			Legs planted wide, fists curled into balls, she stood large in the fish-eye distortion. She was dressed in skintight yoga pants and a matching bra, and she glared right at the peephole as if she knew I was watching.

			“Hazel,” she cried, “I know you’re in there.”

			How? I’d been home for just over twelve hours. Was she stalking my condo now?

			“Open the door.”

			Sighing deeply, I did but stepped into the doorway so she couldn’t rush in.

			“What could you possibly want?” I asked, trying to keep my voice even.

			“I want to know why you’re out to get me. Why’d you make Keera break up with me?”

			“What?” All my muscles went rigid. “I didn’t—”

			“Yes, you fucking did.” She was practically snarling. “We fought yesterday at the gallery, and she invited me over last night. I thought it was to apologize. But she told me that you were right. I wasn’t working out. She said you told her that.”

			I bit my lip. I could remember the exact moment in the gallery when I had said that. But in no universe was this on me. Keera had wanted the breakup.

			“And then she threw in extra shade. That I wasn’t working out anywhere. Not in the gallery or in the bedroom.” Cherry’s voice cracked, and tears welled up in her eyes.

			Ouch. I could hear Keera saying that. She had always been one to weaponize sex.

			“She told me that she needed to move in a new direction with her life. And that I wasn’t part of it.”

			“Oh my God,” I said under my breath. Keera had never taken my advice before. “I’m so sorry, Cherry.”

			And I was. I’d been on the breakup end of that same conversation with Keera. It wasn’t fun.

			Cherry swayed slightly, her anger giving way to despair. “I’d already told my roommate I was leaving. I thought I was going over there to grab the key and start moving in.”

			That was kind of what I’d thought too. Or at least before Lana had told me about their sidewalk scuffle.

			“Then, outta nowhere, she hits me with, like, that’s not happening, and right after that, she’s like, we’re done.” Her voice cracked again. “I mean, what am I supposed to do now? Shanda already has some rando moving in to take my spot.” A tear slipped down her cheek. “I really thought she was the one, you know?”

			Dammit. Cherry was beyond self-centered, and impossibly young, but heartbreak looked the same on anyone. I knew exactly how she felt.

			That was how Cherry ended up curled on my sofa hugging a throw pillow to her chest.

			She talked. I listened. She spilled everything, starting with how Keera had found her in a bar one night. Even told me Keera’s pickup line. “I’m bored, and you look like a lovely diversion.” That was pretty much the exact pitch she had used with me, although I hadn’t gotten the lovely part. Cherry even described their first night together in excruciating detail. She had gone down on Keera three times. She started to tell me how Keera liked her oral sex: lots of aggressive sucking with gentle little flicks of the tongue. I held up my hand for her to stop.

			“I don’t need the specifics.” Besides, I already knew.

			Keera had apparently made lots of promises. That sounded familiar as well. For Cherry, that had included a modeling contract that had never materialized, a trip to New York, and a fantastic job at the gallery.

			“No hate. The job at the gallery sucks.” She glanced at me, but there was no real apology in her look. “Just saying.”

			“I get it.” I let her off the hook. We both knew she didn’t belong at the gallery.

			“I stayed because Keera had me down bad, like, she really got in my head. She had me thinking that I was nobody without her. For real.”

			I got that too.

			“You need to talk to her. Tell her to take me back. We’re good together.”

			“Oh, Cherry,” I said as gently as I could. “She doesn’t listen to me. She only listens to herself.”

			Honestly, that could’ve described Cherry too, but she still had twenty years to grow up and maybe become a different person.

			I needed to wrap this up and get her to the door. Not that I needed a reminder, but Cherry’s experience with Keera was a serious wake-up call. I didn’t need to make this all about me, but I had to get a lawyer ASAP.

			Cherry tucked her feet underneath her legs. She had her tennis shoes on, but that didn’t stop her. She took a deep breath and ran through the whole sad story again. This time, I let her vent, and when she finally finished, she hugged the pillow and raised her eyebrows in desperation. “You gotta help me.”

			“I’ll make a few job calls on your behalf,” I said as I led her to the door.

			She planned to crash on Shanda’s couch—not rent free, she told me—while she waited for everyone else, including me, to solve her problems. At least the tears had dried up by the time she stepped outside.

			“Take good care,” I said as I closed the door and let out a long, exhausted breath.

			That left me thinking about Keera. What an asshole. She had taken out all her frustration with me on poor Cherry. Not that I was Team Cherry now, but I didn’t wish her ill. And like I’d said, I had stood in her shoes. Not comfortable.

			The bigger issue was Keera herself. Unmoored, unpredictable, and I was sure practically vibrating with the chaos she had created. I was ashamed to say that while Cherry was knee-deep in her problems for the second time, I’d quietly started formulating a plan.

			I walked to my kitchen and slid out my junk drawer. Inside, the usual mess greeted me: random cords to devices I didn’t even own anymore, more than a few stray nuts and bolts, and a stack of business cards secured with a binder clip. Sometimes, when I was on location, celebrity managers would slip me a card on the sly, telling me to hang on to it in case I needed new representation one day. I wasn’t quite there yet, but they didn’t know that, and I did need their advice.

			I cold-called the ones I remembered as not total jerks and asked if they knew any good lawyers. A bunch didn’t answer, or their assistants wouldn’t connect me. But three did recommend the same lawyer right here in the city. She was my next call.

			Unbelievably, Marianne Kenning was available, and after signing a digital retainer, I sent her a copy of the contract.

			“Your partner knows what she’s doing,” she said when she called me back. “The contract is very tight. Is she reasonable?”

			“No.”

			She chuckled lightly, but her tone remained professional. “Do you want a revised contract with new terms, or do you want to terminate?”

			I had to think about that for a beat. Could Keera and I still work together if we were truly equal partners in the business? After all, our bottom line for many years had been very successful. But success had come at a cost. My self-worth, my creativity, my voice. Could Keera ever truly change? Did I want to risk that?

			“I don’t know,” I said uselessly. I couldn’t even walk through a door when it was opened for me. My indecision felt like its own failure.

			“You have several options.” She quickly spun into legalese. “Although, I must advise you, each option is likely to incur significant costs. I can approach Keera to discuss the possibility of modifying the existing contract to better align with your requirements. Alternatively, you could propose a buyout. Pay her to step away. That route often avoids litigation.”

			She took a breath before her next rapid-fire burst. “Another option would be to initiate a legal claim for breach of contract. However, this path can trigger countersuits and escalate quickly with mounting legal fees. Sometimes, the prospect of extensive legal fees and court proceedings serves as a deterrent, encouraging parties to pursue an amicable resolution instead.”

			My mind swam.

			“It’s a lot to think about,” she said, echoing my thoughts.

			“No kidding.”

			“This isn’t just business, is it?”

			“No.”

			“Consider your options, and get back to me. I’m here to advise you further.”

			I didn’t need more time. I needed to get the ball rolling, take back control. “Reach out to her. I want to control my own bookings and sign off on how and where my photos can be used. Oh, and can we add something that says if she violates the contract, it’s terminated?”

			“We can absolutely draft something to protect your interests.”

			All I wanted was my power back. “Thank you.”

			“I’ll make contact. It’s unlikely that she’ll engage directly, though. If she’s as prudent as she seems, we’ll be dealing with her attorney. But we can start without delay.”

			Hope spooled through my chest as I hung up. Keera was going to hate this, but if she wanted to continue our partnership, she was going to have to roll with the punches. She’d be the one to adapt.

			Me too, for that matter. I grabbed my computer and scrolled through the Instagrams of some of the live animal mascots in college football. For months, I’d been sitting on this idea and hadn’t worked up the nerve to pitch it. Keera had been chipping away at my self-worth much longer than she had been giving Cherry grief.

			My screen lit up with a lineup of majestic creatures: a gorgeous white falcon, gleaming white horses, a huge Russian boar, and a cast of dogs, Alaskan malamutes, collies, coonhounds, bulldogs. There were so many to choose from, and not a single pop star in sight.

			Sure, creating a calendar, posters, or publicity shots for these mascots would come with a host of contractual headaches, but this project had real potential. Keera could prove her worth by locking down copyrights, royalties, and licensing fees. Once a few universities and colleges signed on, the rest would clamor to be part of it. And me? I could road trip across the country taking pictures of these incredible animals.

			Even better, I could layer in a greater purpose, partnering with an organization for animal conservation. What school wouldn’t want to look good while helping animals?

			With Lana taking care of business at the gallery, I’d have a full day to dive in. Pulling a notebook from a bookshelf, I started sketching out the idea. Each school, its mascot, their visual style. The details quickly took shape. I was so wrapped up in the idea that the whole
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