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For my girls,

my heart’s greatest happiness






AUTHOR NOTE

By the time this book is published, I’ll have been writing love stories for six years. The storyteller in me can’t help but admire the irony that I began writing love stories when my own love story was ending, that at my most heartbroken I began to write the most heartfelt stories I could imagine.

Divorce was devastatingly painful, and for years I tucked away that part of my life into the untouched corners of myself when I sat down to write. When it came time to draft my next book, I opened my laptop and knew I couldn’t hide that pain anymore.

This story deals with the raw ache of being newly divorced, and maybe that doesn’t sound well suited to a feel-good romantic story. But there’s a reason love and loss are intertwined beats of the human story—we experience loss because we loved what we had; we love because we don’t take for granted what we one day might lose. And so, yes, this story foregrounds the ravaging sadness of divorce that is necessary to capture the depth of happiness that can shine out in its wake—unexpected joy glimmering through the bleakest days, love that blooms from the soil of loss, hope that reaches beyond the realm of what we’ve known and illuminates the vastness of our heart’s landscape.

So here it is, untucked from those once-hidden corners of my heart, a story about sad endings and new beginnings, my encouragement to all of us that, while loss is inevitable, love is indefatigable; that when we cling to that truth, we see our life story for what it is—a gift.

Love,

Chloe





CHAPTER 1 NOW

July 14, ? days until I finally take a vacation

When you spend so much of your life in stories, it’s hard not to think of your life as a story, too. At least, that’s what I tell myself—that I’m not the only book lover who’s parsed life’s defining moments into chapters, scoured it for themes and foreshadowing; who’s been so captivated by a good beginning, so sure it would lead to a happy ending, because how else could something that began so well possibly end?

I have a theory that all book lovers grow up doing this, seeing their life as story. But by the time we’re adults, so few will admit it because, having read enough stories, lived enough life, we’ve learned the hard lesson that life isn’t a polished story but a jumble of messy drafts, and even the best beginnings can’t save some stories’ ends. We grow up when we learn how uncertain life is. That’s when some give up on stories altogether. The rest of us clutch them even tighter.

I’m one of those still-story-lovers—I’d be a pretty terrible bookseller if I wasn’t. And while I could do without uncertainty in life, I love it in books. Because in books, even after you’ve grown up, a kernel of your childlike trust can prevail. You can still free-fall into the magic of a good beginning, endure each shocking plot twist, even a terrible ending, and still say to yourself, This was worth the journey. In books, hope in the face of uncertainty is safe.

In life, it’s not that simple, of course. It’s not so easy to hope for a happy ending once life has taught you a good beginning is hardly a guarantee. Which is why, though my life still revolves around stories, I try not to think of my life as story anymore.

That said, lifelong habits are notoriously hard to kick, so I do relapse on occasion.

Thea Meyer thought back to the day of her interview, when she’d stopped beneath a patch of summer-leaf shaded sidewalk, took one look at The Bookshop, and fell head-over-heels in love at first sight. Little did she know, that first blush of love for bookselling her way through the day would fade as her days ended in the most miserable of tasks—cleaning toilets.

I tap the brush on the toilet bowl’s edge with my rubber-gloved hand and return it to its holder.

“Dear God,” I say—I’m not generally the praying type anymore, I just find myself reverting to it in desperate moments—“I ask your mercy for whoever came in here and committed such a heinous crime to this toilet. And I ask that you keep them far from The Bookshop for the rest of their life. Or mine,” I add, “whichever ends first. Amen.”

It takes three seconds of eerie quiet for me to realize the Get Sh*t Done playlist I’ve had blasting through the bookstore’s speakers has come to an end. Deeply annoying, when I’m so close to being finished.

Just as I start to peel off a rubber glove so I can grab the store’s laptop and restart the playlist, my phone rings in my overalls pocket. I yelp and fall backward, my elbow knocking over the toilet brush and plunger set. I have unique ringtones for my favorite people, so I know who’s calling—Lauren—and then I remember why—I was supposed to call her.

An hour ago.

“Shit. Shoot.” I pick up the toilet bowl and plunger set, yank off both rubber gloves, chuck them in the bucket of cleaning supplies, then finally manage to unearth my phone from my pocket. “Hey, Lo—”

“You’re lucky I love you,” Lauren says. “And that I just upped the dosage on my anxiety meds.”

“Sorry! I lost track of time. I didn’t mean to worry you.”

“I think we should reenable location tracking,” she tells me. “The anxiety meds are good, but they aren’t that good.”

“Lauren.” I put the phone on speaker and set it on the sink’s edge so I’m hands-free. I still have to refill the paper towel and hand-soap dispenser. “We agreed that was not a good idea.”

“Did we?”

“We did, after that time I tracked you because you hadn’t shown up for dinner and found out it was because you were tied up at a kink club. Literally.”

“Ah.” A beat of silence. “So?”

“Lauren, that was how I found out you were part of a kink club.”

“Exactly,” she says, rallying. “It brought us closer.”

“At the time,” I remind her, “it really pissed you off.”

“Well, speaking of being pissed, since we no longer use location tracking, I spent the last hour worrying you were dead and chucked in a dumpster. Abducted at the bus stop. Lost without a trace!”

“You could have texted or called!”

“First of all, I did call. Three times.”

“Oh.” I wince as I rip off the wrapping on a fresh pack of paper towels. “Well, I had music blasting in the store, so I couldn’t hear my phone—”

“And texting?” she says. “What for? So your abductor could answer for you? I don’t think so. I needed auditory confirmation that you were okay.”

I roll my eyes. “You need to lay off the true crime podcasts.”

“Listen here, my true crime podcasts keep me—”

“Paranoid?” I offer.

“Informed,” she says.

“Well, you can relax now; I have not been abducted.” I catch my reflection in the mirror and grimace. Tired hazel eyes, a wild high pony of brown sweat-frizzed curls, flushed tomato red cheeks. “But, oof, do I look rough.”

“Is your hair at the porcupine stage? If so, please send a pic.”

“You’re a turd.” I drop the paper towel pack into the dispenser and flip down the lid. “My hair is slightly frizzy from the sweaty work of deep cleaning this restroom, which I’m proud to say no longer reeks of the bowels of hell.”

Lauren makes a retching sound. “Ew.”

“The joys of the job.” I dab sweat from my face with my forearm and sigh. “I really need a vacation.”

“Yes, take one!” she says. “And come visit me, crash my hotel. I’ll work all day, you’ll relax all day, then we’ll party all night.”

I laugh. “When would you sleep in this scenario?”

“I wouldn’t,” she says. “But it would be worth it. So why are you closing today? You never close on Tuesdays.”

I never used to because that was one of our nights—Tacos and Tequila Tuesdays, Fried Food and French Wine Fridays—until Lauren moved away almost two years ago for a new job that has her racking up frequent-flyer miles and living out of a suitcase. Since then, we’re rarely in the same time zone, let alone the same city.

“Typically,” I tell her, “Tuesday is not one of my days to close, but Jordan, who was supposed to close, got a call from her son’s day care that he’d puked and needed to be picked up early, so I said I’d cover for her.”

I squeeze soap from the giant refill jug into the dispenser, and it makes a loud fart noise that echoes in the bathroom. “That was the soap. Not me.”

“Sure it was,” she says.

I slap the cap down on the soap jug. “Rude.”

Lauren snorts. “So did Jordan offer to swap you a closing shift to make up for covering for her?”

“Not… yet,” I hedge.

“Thea.”

“I will follow up with her.” I scoop up my phone, taking it off speaker mode, and walk down the hall, then set the cleaning supply bucket back in the closet. Shutting the door, I sigh with relief. My least favorite task at the bookstore, finally done.

“You’ve said that before,” Lauren reminds me. “Because Jordan has done this before.”

“I know. But she’s juggling new motherhood and a full-time job, and that has to be hard. I don’t want to push her.”

“You could stand to push a little, Thea.”

I head into the office and grab my cross-body bag along with the stack of children’s books I keep forgetting to take with me, then head for the staff-only exit. “Guess what,” I tell her.

“A blatant subject change?”

I smile as I yank the door shut. My friend knows me well. “I’m finally free! Store’s closed.”

Lauren yells, “Huzzah!”

“Now, tell me what’s been going on,” I say. “Get me all caught up.”

“Eh.” I hear the glug of liquid poured into a glass, a margarita in the making—Lauren is the queen of routine, and it’s Tequila Tuesday. “The job is finally not perfect anymore.”

“I’m sorry, Lo. Have a gulp of that margarita and tell me all about it.”

“Oh, I’ve already had two.”

“Gulps?”

“Margaritas,” she says.

I laugh. “Go on.”

“I am,” she says. “Margarita número tres is ready to go.”

“I was talking about work.”

She sighs. “I kicked off a new project with the client from hell at the end of last week. It’s already a nightmare. I don’t need to get into it beyond that.”

Pinning the phone between my ear and shoulder, I jiggle the key in the door’s lock until the bolt slides home. “Why not?” I ask.

“Because you just survived the bookstore-restroom-cleaning trenches, hours after you should have clocked out, and I’m pleasantly buzzed. The last thing we should talk about now is our jobs.”

“Well, I had my turn to vent about work, but you didn’t. I think we should talk about it, so you can have your vent session, too. Look at me, pushing! Please clap.”

“Sure, we’ll call that ‘pushing.’ ”

“We’ll call that progress.”

“Progress,” she concedes.

“Speaking of progress.” I cross the small gravel driveway reserved for The Bookshop’s staff, then start walking up the side street toward the main drag.

Summer dusk is in its glory, dripping tangerine down the shops that have closed for the day, the restaurants that spill crowded two- and four-tops across the sidewalk. I wend my way around them, walking the curb like a balance beam, and pass tables littered with the dregs of happy hour—nearly empty glasses, half-finished plates of food. Laughter floats on the humid air, everyone’s bodies turned like flowers toward the sun.

“Speaking of progress?” Lauren reminds me.

“Right. Progress.” Stopped at the intersection, I press the crosswalk button and squint a smile at the sunset warming my face. “I managed to run a whole two miles nonstop yesterday without you barking at me to keep going—”

“I do not bark,” she says. “I encourage with vigor. Also, I’m proud of you!”

“Thank you. There’s even more.” I indulge myself in a dramatic pause. “I, for the first time ever, prepped, cooked, and served an entire meal on my own.”

Lauren gasps. “Thea! You buried the lede!”

“I know!” The crosswalk signal tells me I can safely cross, right as a car whizzes through the intersection. I wait another second, look both ways, then step off the curb.

“So,” she says, “what’s this meal Hot Chef taught you to cook?”

I scowl. “Stop calling him that.”

“Why?”

“Because his name is Alex.”

“Not because you don’t want me to remind you that he’s a hot chef?”

“I don’t need to be reminded of that. I’m aware.”

“So jump his bones, already!” she yells.

“Lauren, we’ve been through this.”

She sighs, then says flatly, “Because he’s your local best friend”—a distinction she makes every time Alex comes up, and every time it makes me smile—“and friends don’t jump friends’ bones.”

“Especially local friends,” I remind her.

“So move away,” she says. “You’ve been talking about it for years. Then visit the ’burgh and jump his bones.”

To Lauren, this is a simple problem with a simple solution. To me, it is anything but.

She doesn’t know I see it differently. I haven’t admitted to Lauren how much Alex means to me, because I can barely manage to admit it myself. Lauren doesn’t know, because I haven’t told her, that I love Alex, that I love him so much that loving him as anything other than my friend will be the last thing I do. Because loving him as anything other than my best friend would mean loving him in a way that could end badly. And I will never risk that.

“It’s not that easy,” I tell Lauren, a sliver of the truth. “I can’t just move away. I’m still working on getting full ownership of Argos.”

“Oh my god, Thea, just take the dog from your shitty ex-husband—hell, I’ll come steal him for you—so you can get out of there already.”

“I’m not positive I’m going to leave. I’m… still weighing my options, here. Professionally, that is.”

Lauren’s quiet for a beat, then says, “You think you want to go for it, submit the co-ownership proposal for The Bookshop?”

“Yes. And no.”

“Those would be conflicting answers.”

“That’s because I’m feeling conflicted.”

“About what?” she asks.

I glance over my shoulder at The Bookshop, the dark charcoal-painted brick façade burnished bronze by the sunset. The thriving glossy green ferns I planted out front, in honor of my boss, Fern, that made her smile in a way I’d never seen before. And then I turn, facing ahead, toward Alex’s house. My heart twinges.

I used to be so sure, after the divorce, that I wanted out of Pittsburgh, the city my ex had dragged me to. Two messy, healing years later, I find myself pinned between a rock and a hard place of loving my life here so much that I can’t stand the thought of leaving it, and dreading all the ways I could get hurt if I stayed.

“Thea?” Lauren says. “What aren’t you saying?”

“Compromise,” I tell her.

Lauren groans, then audibly gulps her margarita. “I’m listening.”

“You talk about the reason you wanted me to call, everything that’s making you miserable at work, and stop acting like a protective older sister who never lets herself have any problems—”

“You sound like my therapist,” Lauren mutters.

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I tell her.

“And your part of this compromise?” she says.

“Tell me what’s going on with you, and I’ll tell you… some of what I’m weighing—”

“Only some?” she yells.

“And,” I add, “my plan to get Argos.”

Lauren’s silent for a beat, deliberating. “You really, truly, actually have a plan to get the dog for good?”

I hike the stack of children’s books higher in my arm and tell her, “I do. And I think it’s going to work.”

“Does it involve Ethan’s prolonged physical suffering?”

“Not likely, but definitely acute humiliation.”

“Fine,” she sighs, “but I want to switch to FaceTime first. I want to see the sinister, scheming glint in your eye when you tell me your fiendish plan.”

“Fine,” I say back, “but if I trip on the sidewalk and eat pavement because I’m looking at my phone instead of what’s in front of me, you have to jump on the next plane from…” I have no idea where she is right now, just that she isn’t where she was the last time we talked. “Not-Chicago?”

“Or, as most call it,” she says, “San Francisco.”

“San Francisco,” I tell her, “and nurse me back to health.”

“No deal.”

“Wow. Some friend you are.”

“Oh, I’m the best kind of friend,” she tells me. “Because if I stayed put, your local best friend, whose house you’re walking to now, would nurse you back to health instead.”

“Lauren!” I come to a dead stop on the sidewalk. “No location tracking!”

“I’m not tracking your location,” she says. “Just working off a hunch, which you’ve now confirmed.”

I shut my eyes and sigh. “Dammit.”

“Answer my FaceTime request, would you?”

I jab at my phone and hit the accept button. Her flawless, infuriating face pops up—bright green eyes, that sleek ink-black bob, a shit-eating grin.

“You,” I tell her, “are going to talk about work. Right now. Or I’m hanging up.”

She’s sprawled across a chaise on a sunny balcony, the blurry background of a bougie hotel behind her shifting as she sips her margarita. “Sure thing,” she says. “Just one request, before I start. Please make sure we’re still FaceTiming when you get to his place. I haven’t seen Hot Chef’s hot face in way too long.”



My walk from the bookstore to Alex’s house isn’t far, the weather so dreamily perfect, that even if it was a hike, I wouldn’t notice. By the time I’m coming up on the alley behind his house, I’ve told Lauren about the professional side of my stay-or-go dilemma as well as my get-the-dog-for-good plan, she’s filled me in on her client from hell misery, and Lauren’s wrapping up her second room-service taco. My stomach growls loudly.

“That looks so good,” I tell her.

“It is,” she says around her mouthful. “Have Hot Chef make you some.”

I roll my eyes as I turn into the alley. “He’s not my personal chef, Lo. And he’s busy right now, working on his next cookbook. If he’s testing recipes and whipped up something, I’ll eat it. If he hasn’t, I brought my leftover SpaghettiOs.”

“Thea. SpaghettiOs are barely edible to begin with. Leftover SpaghettiOs?” She gags.

“Back off my ’Os,” I tell her. “You and Alex are such haters.”

“What can I say? Hot Chef and I know good food.”

I open Alex’s backyard gate on a rusty squeak, then drag it shut behind me. “You’re fancy-food snobs, is what you are.”

“Uh-huh.” She pops the last bite of taco in her mouth and leans in, eyes narrowed. “Well,” she says, “I can see you’ve made it safely to your destination. And that Hot Chef keeps as messy a backyard as ever.”

I smile at her FaceTime view of the scene behind me. Lumpy grass and weed-ridden flower beds, chewed-up tennis balls, a kid-size soccer net that’s seen better days.

“It’s not messy,” I tell her. “It’s lived in.”

Lauren says, “It’s messy.”

“He’s got a high-energy six-year-old! And Argos is here all the time, tearing up his yard.”

“Is he.” She grins. “Meaning you’re there all the time, too.”

I lift my chin, defiant. Yes, I hang out with Alex most nights of the week. What’s the big deal? “So?” I ask.

“That’s an awful lot of time to spend with your local best friend whose bones you say you don’t want to jump—”

“I’m hanging up.”

“No, you’re not! I get to see Hot Chef’s hot face first, that was the deal.”

“Actually,” I tell her, “that was what you requested. I didn’t agree to it.”

Her mouth falls open. “You little shit.”

“Guess I’m getting better at pushing after all, huh?” I smile and wave. “Love you, bye!”

She flips me the bird, leans in for a smooch to the screen, then ends the call.

I’ll send you a pic of Alex, I text her.

Olive branch not accepted, she texts back. Unless it’s a pic of Hot Chef’s hot ass.

I laugh as I pocket my phone and step over another Argos-chewed tennis ball. The warm breeze picks up and stirs the trees, whips my hair, lifting it from my sweaty neck. I stop, savoring the moment as I glance out across the yard and drink it in—the sunset that’s turned hazy nightlight soft as it hovers on the horizon, the comforting glow of Alex’s string lights that kick on, zigzagged above the yard.

It feels so right. And two years ago, standing in this exact place felt so wrong.

Two years ago, everything felt wrong. That’s when my life story unraveled, when my happily ever after ended in my ex-husband, Ethan, at my suggestion of couple’s counseling, suggesting that we get divorced. Then, very soon after, falling for another woman. It felt like I was living a nightmare that I couldn’t wait to wake up from. And yet, it led me to this—a moment that feels like a daydream that I never want to end.

Smiling to myself, I take the three steps up to the stoop and open the door.





CHAPTER 2 THEN

July 17, two summers ago

I loved this house—what used to be my home—but what I loved most was its door. Original to the home, dark polished wood with ornate carvings, it reminded me of the doors in some of my favorite stories, portals that transported their characters and me to a magical, otherworldly place.

When Ethan and I bought the place, I wanted our home to feel that way—warm and inviting, whimsical yet cozy, each room unique, telling a story, like you’d stepped into a new adventure. But Ethan wanted our home’s aesthetic to be “tranquil” and “cohesive,” and Ethan got his way. He always got his way. Because I let him. I thought that’s what love did—sacrificed, accommodated, did whatever it took to make the person you love happy.

Turns out, all it did was get me a house I never made my own before I had to give it up, and a simmering resentment that I’ll be reminded of this every week from now on, when I come either to pick up or part with Argos, my golden retriever.

The weather is miserable, which feels apropos for my first trip back to the house since I moved out. Gloomy skies, disgustingly muggy. Still, I chose to walk from my new apartment to my old house—knowing Ethan, he’s barely walked Argos the past week, and the dog will be desperate for exercise.

Brushing my humidity-frizzed hair back from my temples, I take a fortifying breath and start up the stairs. On my fifth step, I catch a noise ahead of me. I glance up and freeze.

There’s a man walking up to my house.

He seems oblivious that I’m behind him, which is awkward, though probably not as awkward as it would be if he knew I was staring at him as I trail him a dozen steps behind. I can’t help it, though. My curiosity is piqued.

As I hit the first stretch of flat concrete preceding the second long flights of stairs, I study him. Faded black Pirates baseball cap worn backward, black basketball shorts, beat-up white Nike high-tops, a white T-shirt. Tan skin. Dark licks of hair curling up beneath his ball cap’s brim. Tall, maybe an inch or two taller than me.

By the time I’m climbing the second set of stairs, I’ve moved on to theories about why he’s here. Repairman, coming to fix something (Ethan is not handy)? Landscaper hired to maintain the garden I started? Maybe he’s here to ask Ethan if he wants to switch from Verizon to Comcast.

When he stops abruptly, I yelp, startled as I realize that while lost in my curious thoughts I significantly narrowed my following distance. I stumble sideways to avoid plowing into him.

The man spins and faces me, startling me again. There’s something familiar about him.

I stare at him, trying to figure out why. Deep-blue eyes, dark circles beneath them. Thick, scruffy stubble on his jaw and neck. His shoulders are slumped like he’s exhausted; his mouth is set in a hard, flat line. He exudes the same bleak aura of misery that I do. Maybe that’s why he feels familiar.

“Sorry,” we both say at the same time.

The man clears his throat, then says, “Didn’t realize someone was behind me.”

I start to force a smile because politeness, no matter how awful I’m feeling, was drilled into me growing up. Then I remember my parents are two hundred miles away, I’m a grown-ass thirty-three-year-old woman whose life just fell apart, and I don’t have to make small talk and smile if I don’t want to.

“I’m just going to, uh”—I point up the stairs—“keep going…” Then I add, because the people pleaser in me is dimmed, but she’s not dead, “Feel free to join.”

The man hesitates for a second, then falls into step beside me.

I thought it couldn’t get more awkward when I was trailing behind him. I realize, now that we’re taking the steps side by side, that I was wrong.

Glancing at him, I say, “This is weird.”

He peers over at me. “Yep.”

I clear my throat. “But we will persist.”

“Been doing a lot of that lately,” he mutters.

His honest words hit my heart like it’s a struck tuning fork. Suddenly my throat is tight, my eyes wet. An embarrassing laugh-sob jumps out of me. “I, on the other hand, am doing so great.”

“Same,” he says quietly.

I dab my nose and the corners of my eyes. “Yeah?”

“Hell, yeah.” His mouth lifts at the corner, a commiserating, weary, not-quite smile. “I’m living the dream.”

We keep trudging up the steps. There are so many damn steps.

“So,” I say, trying for a breezy tone, like I didn’t just have a mini breakdown three stairs below. “What, uh, brings you… here?”

“I’m here to pick up my daughter.”

I freeze. My stomach drops. “Your what?”

The man stops, too. “My daughter,” he says slowly.

“Why… is your daughter here?”

He glances at the house and sighs. “I had the same question for my ex-wife.”

I stare at the house that Ethan took. That I let him take. My heartbeat thunders in my ears.

Ethan is already spending time with another woman, after saying he wanted to divorce, or, in his words, “consciously uncouple,” in order “to explore an unattached life and reconnect with himself.” Ethan is with a woman who has a daughter, after telling me for over a decade that he wasn’t ready to be a father.

“What about you?” the man asks.

I very rarely get angry. I am very angry right now. Between clenched teeth, I tell him, “I’m here to get my dog from my ex-husband.”

“Your ex-husband?” he says. “This is his place?”

I tear my gaze from the house and meet his eyes. “Yes.”

“Jen said…” A muscle jumps in his jaw. “She was sleeping over at a friend’s.”

I laugh emptily. “We’ve been divorced for a week.”

“Same for us.” He scrubs at his face and mutters, “Jesus Christ.”

I turn toward the house and start marching up the stairs.

“You’re pissed,” he says, catching up to me.

“I am livid.”

“Why? You’re divorced. What do you care who he spends time with?”

“It’s not about that. It’s about…” I reach for words, but they’re all too embarrassing, too confessional. “Don’t you care?” I say instead.

He’s silent the length of two steps, then as we reach the last stretch of flat concrete, says, “I care that my daughter spent the night here, instead of in her home, in her own bed, which is where she’s supposed to be, since I moved out and let her mother keep the place so she could have that ‘continuity.’ ”

“Oh.” I bite my lip. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”

He sighs. “I pried first. I’m sorry.”

“That’s all right.” We’ve slowed to a stop, standing nearly shoulder to shoulder, our gazes fixed on the house.

A sudden wind picks up and wipes away the heavy, claustrophobic mugginess. As the breeze curls around us, I let out a steadying breath and glance over at him. “Maybe this is selfish,” I say, “because I wouldn’t wish this on anyone, but… it’s kind of nice to find someone else who’s as not-okay as me.”

His eyes meet mine. “Yeah,” he says. “It is.”

“Selfish?” I ask. “Or nice?”

The breath he huffs out sounds like it wants to be a laugh but can’t quite muster the will. “Nice,” he tells me.

Our gazes hold for a moment, silence settling between us. Then, he says quietly, “I’m Alex, by the way. Alex Bruscato.”

My own not-quite-smile tugs at my mouth. I wish it didn’t make it so obvious, how miserable I am. But it still feels better than plastering on a lie. “Thea Meyer.”

His eyes narrow a little, scouring my face. “You… seem familiar.”

“So do you,” I tell him.

An almost wariness comes over his expression, like he’s bracing himself, waiting for me to say more. I have nothing else to say though, and after a beat of awkward silence, he seems to relax a little. “You from around here?” he asks.

“No, I just moved here three years ago. I grew up in St. Louis,” I tell him, then add, “well, a St. Louis suburb. Webster Groves.”

“Hmm.” He frowns as he lifts his ball cap from his head and scrapes back dark loose curls of hair.

That’s when I recognize him. “Mia’s dad!”

The frown deepens as he tugs his hat back on, this time with the brim in front. “How do you know that?”

Slowly, I lift my hands, pointers up, then start to sing, “I am here and you are here—”

“Wait.” Alex’s eyes widen. “StoryTime at The Bookshop?”

I drop my hands. “Yep.”

He’s staring at me, brow furrowed.

“I know. I don’t look like the perky, smiley bookseller you’ve brought your kid to for StoryTime. But I promise it’s me.”

He clears his throat, looking guilty. “I didn’t say that.”

“This,” I tell him, drawing a circle with my finger around his face, “very much did.”

“Listen,” he says, “you didn’t recognize me at first, either. It’s not like I look too ‘perky’ myself.”

The sound of the front door banging open makes both of us glance over our shoulders.

“Daddy!” Mia yells from the porch, hopping up and down. She’s in rainbow-striped pajamas, and her dark, wavy hair is poking out in every direction. “Come hug me, Daddy!” she yells. She waves her arms, still hopping. “Hurry up!”

“Hi, Sunshine,” he tells her. “I’m coming.”

Argos barrels out onto the porch behind Mia in a frenzy of manic tail wags and loud whines.

“Easy, pup,” I tell him. “I’m coming.”

Alex and I briskly walk the flat stretch of concrete toward the last five steps leading up to the porch. And then we both come to a stop when our exes make their entrance.

I now recognize the woman standing beside Ethan from the few StoryTime visits she made with Mia—Jen, Alex called her. She’s beautiful. Petite, hourglass curves, sky-blue eyes, honey-blond hair swept into an artfully messy bun. She’s rocking skin-tight bike shorts better than I ever could and swimming in one of Ethan’s WashU T-shirts.

My brain snags on that last detail, but I tear it away with a rip, dragging my focus to Ethan. My ex-husband is in lounge clothes, too. His normally pale cheeks are flushed, his light-brown hair mussed as if hands have tousled it. I used to think he had such handsome soft brown eyes; now I just notice they’re avoiding mine.

Alex crouches as Mia rushes down the stairs, right into his waiting arms, at the same time that Argos loses the battle with his obedience training and barrels down the steps into my knees. I bend to hug him, lavished with licks to my chin and cheeks in greeting. I wrap my arms around him and squeeze, burying my face in his neck. I missed him so much.

“You’re late,” Jen says to Alex.

“Sorry,” he tells her, eyes on his daughter as she shows him a painted pebble in her hand. “Construction traffic. I texted to let you know.”

Mia glances my way, and her midnight-blue eyes go wide. “Miss Thea!” She waves up at me. “Hi!”

I smile down at her. “Hi, Mia. I like your pajamas.”

“Thanks,” she says. “I wore them all day.”

“Nothing better than a pajama day,” I tell her.

“Mommy says I can’t wear them to preschool, though.”

“Well,” I say, trying to be diplomatic, “that… makes sense.”

Mia huffs like she thinks it really doesn’t.

It makes me smile. Alex smiles, too.

“So,” Jen says. She tugs at the hem of Ethan’s shirt that she’s wearing, glancing between Alex and me. “You two… know each other?”

For a second, I’m thrown by her question, but then I consider what this must look like to her: Alex and I showed up at the same time. We’re standing, albeit unintentionally, quite close, as if banded together. Mia knows me and was happy to see me.

“Sure seems like it,” Ethan says. His eyes are fixed on Alex. He has yet to look at me. “Judging by the fact that the Ring camera showed you two being all chummy out here for ten minutes before you made it to the door.” Ethan adds, still locked in on Alex, “Just think. If you hadn’t been out here wasting time, you wouldn’t have been nearly as late to get your daughter.”

Alex stands from where he’s been crouched with Mia. His eyes are hard.

My gaze ping-pongs between Alex, Ethan, and Jen. Tension thickens the air. I peer down at Mia, glancing between the adults surrounding her, her little face drawn tight with anxiety. My heart twists.

I know, down the road, I’m going to look back on this moment and have to admit that I wasn’t solely motivated by my desire to protect Mia. I’m angry at Ethan for his rude, manchild behavior. My pride is wounded that I’m standing in front of my ex and a beautiful woman he’s obviously already tumbled into bed with, while I look like a disheveled hedgehog in worn-out Birkenstocks who’s been crying for the better part of the last twenty-four hours. And I feel an odd sense of camaraderie with Alex, whose life, much like mine, seems squarely in dumpster-fire territory.

Before I can think better of it, I do the first thing that comes to mind—I tell a story. In other words, a big old lie.

“Yes,” I say to everyone, “we do know each other. Alex and I are actually friends.” I fumble for a beat then add, “Old friends.”

Everyone’s focus snaps my way.

“What?” Jen says.

Ethan’s eyes narrow as they finally land on me. “Old friends?”

I glance at Alex, who’s staring at me, one eyebrow arched. What are you up to? his expression says.

With my wide-eyed look of panic, I tell him, Hell if I know.

A sly smile curves at the edge of his mouth. “It’s true.” He glances toward Jen and Ethan. “I met Thea when we were teens,” he fibs smoothly. “In the parking lot outside Busch Stadium. A tailgate for the Cards-Buccos game when we stopped in St. Louis on the Bruscato-family road trip.” He glances back at me and grins. “We hit it off right away.”

I’m a pretty bad liar, even worse at thinking on my feet. If I’d read fewer books, this is when I’d botch this ridiculous, snowballing deception. But I’ve read a lot of books, so I pull from one of the many stories I’ve loved and add, “Instant friendship. Pen pals for years. This guy,” I tell Ethan and Jen, “can write a letter.”

Jen slips a little closer to Ethan. Ethan’s got his hands shoved in his sweatpants’ pockets. His jaw is clenched, his eyes hard.

“We lost touch over the years,” I explain. “You know how life goes.” Smiling down at Mia, then up at Alex, I say, “Until these two walked into StoryTime at The Bookshop.”

I’ve conveniently left out when that first visit to StoryTime happened because adrenaline’s wiped my memory.

“I couldn’t believe it who it was!” I tell them. Clasping Alex’s hand, I squeeze. My breath catches when he squeezes back, his hand, warm and solid, wrapped around mine. “It was Alex, my long-lost friend.”

Alex tugs me close and says, “Aw, Ted.”

I bounce into him and blink, surprised by the maneuver, wondering who Ted is. Then I realize that’s what he’s calling me.

“No need to downplay it,” Alex murmurs, still loud enough for Jen and Ethan to hear. “Just old friends?” He glances their way and grins. “We were each other’s first love.”





CHAPTER 3 THEN

July 17, two summers ago

I’m perched on Alex’s back stoop, palms pressed against the cool concrete, eyes shut, as I replay the most surreal evening of my life. It feels like a chapter of a book that caught me so off guard, I need a reread to be sure I know what actually happened.

Thea Meyer stood at the foot of her old home’s porch, spiraling as Alex Bruscato took her astronomical lie and blew it up to planetary proportions.

As he did, Thea decided it was a good thing she was looking at Alex rather than their exes, because her eyes widening to saucers was hopefully much less noticeable in profile than it would have been head-on.

A stunned silence followed, before Jen said, “Oh… I see.” Ethan said nothing.

Somehow, Thea managed not to go even more bug-eyed when Alex smoothly fibbed that she and Mia were heading back to his place for dinner, so they had to get going.

And then, mercifully, Thea and Alex made their exit—Argos by the leash held tight in Thea’s hand, Mia in Alex’s arms, her small yellow backpack thrown over his shoulder.

I flop onto the stoop, the concrete cool against my sweaty back and arms, as the little narrator in my head continues,

Fifteen minutes later, after a car ride filled with Mia’s one-sided chatter with Argos making up for Thea’s and Alex’s incredibly awkward silence, Thea found herself walking through a fenced-in backyard leading to a quaint redbrick and cream-trim Craftsman bungalow. Mia skipped ahead, clutching Argos’s leash as he dashed across the grass.

Thea turned to Alex and said, “I really don’t have to stay for dinner.”

And Alex said to her, “No, you don’t. But you’re welcome to.”

Inside Alex’s tidy kitchen, Thea sat, watching Alex make Mia dinner—the fanciest grilled cheese she’d ever seen, a fruit and veggie smiley face of hummus and carrot-coin eyes, a grape nose, a mouth of green and black olives, and raspberry hair.

Mia’s meal finished, a homemade frozen-yogurt popsicle for dessert, chased by a few yawns, Mia told Thea good night as Alex carried her up the stairs. Then, five minutes later, Thea found herself coming up the stairs, too, at the request of a certain overtired four-year-old who wanted her to sing the “I Am Here” StoryTime song so she could fall asleep. Halfway through her third encore, Thea watched Mia’s eyelids droop, then peacefully drift shut.

It had been a truly bad day, but singing a sweet little girl to sleep hadn’t been a bad way to end it.

I open my eyes slowly, returning to reality, the crickets singing, the intermittent whir of cars passing on the street, Argos’s happy snuffle as he pokes around the yard, finally worn out from an hour of zoomies.

“It all really happened,” I mutter to the sky.

“It did indeed,” Alex says.

I glance his way as he lowers beside me, a baby monitor in one hand, a cigarette in the other.

“I was doing a reread,” I tell him.

Understandably, he seems confused.

Sitting up, I brush off the tiny concrete pebbles stuck to my palms, and explain, “I had to double-check that everything I thought happened actually did.”

“Ah,” he says, placing the cigarette in his mouth and lighting it. “Trying to wake up from the nightmare?”

“I just… needed to process, I guess.”

He peers my way, exhaling out of the far side of his mouth, so the smoke doesn’t come toward me. “Fair enough.” After a beat of silence, he says, “Sure you’re not hungry?”

I shake my head. “Thanks, though.”

He nods and taps the ash of his cigarette into the dirt of an otherwise empty planter beside him.

I have a lot of questions rolling around in my head. What did we get ourselves into? What do we do about it? But what comes out first is, “Why’d you call me Ted?”

He shrugs, eyes on his cigarette. “You look like a Ted.”

“No one’s ever called me that.”

“I have,” he says.

I smile faintly. “Besides you.”

“Theodora is your full name, I’m guessing?”

I nod.

“Theodora,” he says. “Thea. Ted. Just seemed right. Like… a good reduction.”

“A what?”

He peers my way again. “Like a sauce.” At my blank look, he adds, “In cooking?”

“I don’t cook,” I explain.

“At all?” he asks.

I shake my head.

He looks concerned. “And you eat… how?”

“Poorly.”

Alex sighs. “Right.”

“So the reduction?” I remind him.

“In a reduction,” he explains, “the flavors are… richer. It’s everything you had to begin with, just intensified. Theodora to Ted… felt like that.”

“Ted.” I tip my head. “I think I like it.”

“I think it was a bad cooking metaphor,” he mutters, peering out at the lawn, where Argos is sniffing around. “Thanks,” he says, “for singing to Mia.”

“Happy to.” I don’t tell him that singing his kid to sleep was the best part of this awful day, that singing my own kid to sleep has been something I’ve wanted to be the best part of my day for years. But I almost want to.

He glances my way and like a mind reader asks, “You have any kids?”

My stomach knots sharply. “No.” I watch Argos roll onto his back, pawing at a firefly. “I wanted them. Ethan didn’t. ‘Not yet,’ he said.”

Alex taps the cigarette against the planter’s edge again. “You’d be a good mom.”

My heart lodges right up in my throat. I swallow thickly. “What makes you say that?”

“Mia,” he says, “is an excellent judge of character. She doesn’t ask just anyone to sing her to sleep. And she sure as shit doesn’t go to sleep for just anyone, either.”

I smile faintly. “Well, I’m flattered.”

For a moment, we sit in silence, watching Argos being weird, as he froggy crawls across the grass, a not-so-stealthily prowl toward who knows what.

“Hey,” Alex says, “remember how I told you I didn’t care about our exes banging each other?”

I groan. “I was trying not to think about that.”

He takes a drag on his cigarette, then blows out. “I do care.”

“Of course you do. You were married to her. For…”

“Eight years,” Alex says.

“Thirteen for me,” I tell him.

His eyebrows lift. “That’s a long time.”

I nod. Then, for some reason, maybe because he’s the first person I’ve met whom I can freely talk to about this, I ask, “How’d yours end?”

He peers my way. “Slowly. And painfully. Yours?”

“Quickly. And painfully.”

“So… it’s new,” he says. “Things being bad between you. I mean, bad enough to end the marriage.”

I stare up at the sky. “I think it had been bad for a while… I was just in denial about that for a long time.”

“Still,” he says gently, “makes sense, you being upset that Jen was there, when it hasn’t been that long.”

“I’m not jealous that Ethan already wants someone other than me. I’m just… mad at him. For a lot of things. And I’m tired of being mad. But I can’t seem to stop being mad, either.” I peer over at Alex. “What about you? How do feel about all of this?”

Alex’s gaze drops to the ground. “Also not jealous. Also mad. Jen being with someone already is going to make things harder for Mia.”

My heart twinges. “That makes sense.”

“Maybe I am jealous,” he adds, his voice quieter. “Of both of them. That they’re just… fine, apparently. Or, at least, fine enough to be with someone like that again.”

A sigh gusts out of me. “Yeah. I’m jealous of that, too.”

“I can’t imagine wanting that right now,” he says, “being in a relationship, no matter how casual.”

“Same. I’d be way too in my head.” I also haven’t ever found casual relationships to be something I enjoy, but admitting that has always left me feeling oddly vulnerable, and also just… odd. Anyone I’ve talked to about this seems to enjoy the thrill and no-strings, unstructured nature of casual relationships. But to me, the desire for a relationship has always been about longing for comfort, connection, that unique sense and sensuality of belonging just to each other. “I couldn’t do it.”

Alex grunts in agreement. “I can barely keep my head above water, as it is. The last thing I need is the added weight of trying not to fuck up another relationship.”

I stare at him for a moment as he rakes a hand through his disheveled hair and sighs heavily. He looks so forlorn.

I nudge him with my knee. “It’s not like you couldn’t find someone else right now, if you wanted, though. You’ve got strong DILF energy.”

He slants a look my way, something like surprise flashing in his eyes. A faint smile tugs at the corner of his mouth that he tries to hide behind a draw on his cigarette. “Shut up.”

“You’re like Prince Eric,” I tell him. “With a solid tan. And dark-blue eyes… And a stronger nose.”

“Broke it,” he explains through an exhaled plume of smoke. “Twice. And you’re full of shit about the Prince Eric thing.”

“Am not.”

He shakes his head as he drags on his cigarette again, another faint smile peeking out. “My sisters had the biggest crush on him when we were kids.”

“So did I. And on Aladdin. The Beast-slash-prince. Robin Hood—”

“Robin Hood, the fox?”

“An anthropomorphized fox.”

“Which of those was your first crush?” he asks.

I make a prim face. I’m not telling him it was Prince Eric. “A bit personal for conversation with a stranger, isn’t it?”

That gets me a sidelong glance. “I thought we were old friends.”

“Not to mention first loves,” I say pointedly.

Alex grimaces as he flicks ash off the end of his cigarette, staring at its red-orange ember glowing in the darkness. “Guess we should talk about that at some point.” He clears his throat. “Obviously, I got a little carried away.”

“I got it started,” I concede.

“Yeah, but I dialed it up to an eleven. I do that a lot, dial myself up to an eleven.” He sucks hard on the cigarette and exhales a stream of smoke up into the night sky. “It’s my fatal flaw.”

“Mine is dialing myself down to a one.”

He glances my way. I expect him to say something, like, Why would you do that? the way others have before, like there’s a simple answer—like, if I just tried harder, I could change how small I’ve learned to make myself.

But he doesn’t. He simply nods, flicking the cigarette’s ash in the planter.

“Well, Ted,” he says, “we’ve backed ourselves into a pretty tight corner.”

“That we have.” I stare up at the stars and sigh. “If we come clean and say we made it all up, we look—”

“Pathetic,” Alex says.

“Deeply pathetic,” I agree.

“And if we don’t…” He watches me out of the corner of his eyes.

I glance his way. “Then we get a very satisfying upper hand. A mysterious history of first love that was too precious, too dear to our hearts to ever talk about with our exes. Now, a rekindled friendship that spans decades.”

“Sounds great,” he says. “Let’s do it.”

“Before you commit,” I tell him, “I need to warn you that keeping up appearances will require something I’m not sure you’re prepared for.”

He frowns. “And what’s that?”

I point to my face. “Being my friend.”

His frown dissolves, and in its place a full, wide smile lifts his mouth. A little thrill runs through me. “I think I’ll manage,” he says. “That is, if you can handle being friends”—he points to his face, too—“with me.”

I shrug. “I think I can make that work.”

“Friends it is,” he says.

“Friends,” I agree.

“And for the purposes of appearances, in front of the exes?” His gaze travels my face. Like he’s studying me. A swallow works down his throat. “What about then? Would we act like friends or…”

Heat creeps up my cheeks, as his meaning dawns on me. “Or more?” I ask.

He nods. “They think we were first loves, after all.”

“It would probably be very satisfying at first,” I say slowly. “To act romantic in front of them, rub it in their faces.”

I let it play out in my head, this scenario in which I get to cozy up to an attractive man like Alex, flaunt a romantic relationship in front of my ex and show him I’m doing fine, too, in that department, thank you very much.

“To really sell it,” Alex says, “we’d have to pretend in front of more than just Ethan and Jen, though, and more often than when we saw them.”

“Your family?” I ask.

He nods. “And friends. Everyone, honestly. Pittsburgh might be a midsize city, but it is a surprisingly small world. Someone’s always connected to someone else, and that someone else has some connection to you.”

“I’ve noticed that,” I tell him. “Not so much for me, since I’m newer here, but for people who are established here. I think it’s kind of lovely.”

“Yeah, well,” he grumbles, “trust me, after a while, it starts to feel suffocating.” After a beat he says, “Maybe they won’t last, though. So we wouldn’t have to lie for long.”

Alex makes a good point. To really hold the upper hand on our exes, we’d have to keep up the romantic ruse for as long—no, longer—than Ethan and Jen. Maybe their relationship is a fling that’ll fizzle in a week, like Alex said. But what if it lasted? We’d have to keep pretending we were romantic, too. My stomach sinks at the thought of that possibility, the two of us trapped in a lie told on Ethan and Jen’s timeline, caught in playing out a future that isn’t ours, not only because it’s untrue but because it’s still inextricably constrained by our past.

I want my petty vengeance on my ex. But I want to be free of him even more.

“I’ll admit,” I say to Alex, “that I don’t have much figured out about what I want down the road. But I do know I don’t want it to be dictated by my ex.”

Alex grunts in agreement as he leans back and unearths the lighter from his pocket.

“And,” I add, “I don’t see any scenario in which acting romantic to get back at Ethan and Jen doesn’t do just that. Plus, neither of us wants a real relationship right now. Why pretend something we don’t want? I think it’ll just make us—”

“Miserable?” Alex flicks his lighter, and its flame dances to life.

“Exactly.”

“Then that’s that,” he says, watching the flame fade as his thumb lifts, then with another flick of his thumb, reappear. “Whether we’re in front of them or not, no pretending, no performing, just being ourselves, two… friends.” Alex peers my way, his eyes holding mine.

It feels like that lighter’s flame is suddenly right beneath my ribs, sparking, warming. A glimmer of light in a part of me that’s felt so utterly dark.

Slowly, I reach for his cigarette that’s gone out, take it from him, and bring it to my lips. Alex leans in and lights it for me. I’ve smoked weed and cigars—I know how to inhale and how not to. I do the latter and blow out. “Thanks, friend.”

He stares at me for a beat, then carefully plucks the cigarette from my fingers, smiling softly. I smile, too.

Holding my eyes, Alex brings the cigarette to his mouth. “Ugh.” He looks accusingly from the cigarette to me. “You lipped it. Where do you even get this much spit from?”

“I have robust salivary glands. And it’s the least that cigarette deserved.” I rub my tongue around my mouth, frowning in disgust. “Blech. That tasted like the burned edge of a gas station hot dog wrapped in mildewed mint leaves.”

He snorts. “Mildewed mint leaves.” Alex wipes the cigarette’s filter dry with his thumb, then brings it to his mouth and draws in one last lungful before he shoves it into the planter beside him. “They’re foul,” he admits, grinding it hard against the dirt. “But nothing is as foul as a gas station hot dog.”

“Gas station hot dogs,” I argue, “have a time and place.”

“And it’s called rock bottom.”

“Exactly.”

“Same as cigarettes,” he says. I watch him squeeze the dregs of tobacco from the filter, brown crinkled slivers flitting into the wind. “And before you judge me,” he adds, “for my rock-bottom vice causing cancer, I’ll have you know research has proven gas station hot dogs are carcinogenic, too.”

I bite my lip guiltily. “I had one earlier today,” I tell him, “a gas station hot dog.”

He gives me a deeply disappointed look. “Ted.”

“No judgment!” I remind him.

Alex is silent for a moment, before he nods. “No judgment but… no more.” He tips his head toward the planter and his smoked-to-the-filter cigarette. “Of either of them. Sound like a deal?”

I stare at the ghost of his vice as the wind sends it rolling around the planter
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