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For my favorites—Deb, Lucy, and Oliver.



“A woman can talk her way out of anything—except love. That’s the one lie that always finds its way back to the truth.”
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CHAPTER ONE
Parker
My life has officially imploded.
Last month, my contract at Revtech was terminated in a wave of restructuring that made my entire team vanish overnight. And today, just to really drive the point home, I found out my girlfriend has been cheating on me.
Which is how I ended up slumped over a barstool at JFK, waiting for my four o’clock escape back to Chicago. All earlier flights were full. Guess I should be grateful they squeezed me onto this one, getting me home for the weekend, but I am a broken woman. And also a slightly drunk one. 
Three Singapore Slings deep, I’m trying to drown out the chaos in my head while simultaneously sedating my nerves. I’ve never been a great flyer. Something about hurtling through the sky in a metal tube controlled by strangers doesn’t quite put me at ease.
Simon, the bartender with forearms carved by the gods, gathers the coasters I’ve shredded into oblivion. His eyebrows are hard slashes, his eyes surprisingly gentle.
“Honestly, you’re doing remarkably well, all things considered,” he says kindly.
“I am?” I mumble, almost poking myself in the eye with the pink flamingo stirrer as I drain what’s left of my drink.
Simon glances at my empty glass, then at me. “Um, yes ... remarkably well.”
Ah. He’s lying.
“Look, best to wipe that image of your ex from your mind,” he offers.
I scowl. That image. The one I can’t unsee, no matter how much alcohol I pour over my brain. 
Because this morning, I found my girlfriend Yasmin’s head wedged between a very feminine pair of legs that were definitely not mine. 
My impromptu visit to her New York studio must’ve come as a bit of a surprise. Probably even more so the consecutive tubs of paint I hurled at their naked bodies like a deranged Jackson Pollock.
Yasmin had been away “finding inspiration” in the city that never sleeps. Every other weekend, she’d jet off to New York to reconnect with her artsy pals and, oh, to fuck around.
I snap the stirrer in half, and shards of plastic skitter across the counter. If that’s not a metaphor for my love life, I don’t know what is.
Simon springs into action, whisking my glass away. “Double shot this time.”
That earns him a weak smile.
I stare at the bar, every ignored red flag prickling beneath my skin. Every trip. Every half-baked excuse. Every late text, missed call, vague answer. All of it. All the pieces I refused to acknowledge until I had no choice.
How could I be so stupid?
She spent more time in New York than at home, and I’d been an idiot for encouraging it. I so wanted to be supportive of her fledgling career. Now I can’t shake the feeling that I handed her permission to slip away—to do whatever, or whoever, she wanted.
Simon slides the fortified drink my way. “Hey,” he says gently, pointing with his chin. “They’ve started boarding your flight.”
“Oh, crap.” I nearly topple off my stool, catching myself just in time. “You’re a good man, Simon.” My words slur together as I tip back the last of my liquid courage, stretching awkwardly over the counter to hug him. Or at least, what I can reach.
He chuckles, patting me on the shoulder. “Take care of yourself, yeah?”
“Thank you. And if you’re ever in Chicago ...” 
“You’ll buy me a round?” he finishes with a smirk.
“Absolutely.” I flash him a lopsided smile and stumble away in the general direction of my gate.
The second I’m alone, though, the memory starts looping, relentless and jagged, the way old songs skip when they’re worn too thin. The plan had been so simple. So romantic. Show up at Yasmin’s place. Surprise her for our one-year anniversary. Sweep her off her feet with the homemade playlist and overpriced wine I’d lugged through the city. 
But as soon as I opened the bedroom door, barely getting out a breathless “Happy ann—” 
I saw it.
That scene on the dresser.
I froze, every word dying somewhere between my throat and the static buzzing behind my eyes. Shock glued me to the floor while the other woman, mid-panic, slapped her hands over her face. 
I didn’t recognize the sharp, bony shoulders or the explosion of spirally red hair. Unfortunately, and much to my disgust, I did note that the drapes matched the carpet. 
When Yasmin’s head snapped around, I stumbled into the wall. The blood drained from my body faster than paint sliding off a freshly primed canvas. 
“What the fuck?!” I finally roared. Incredibly eloquently.
“Parker!” she yelped, pushing hair from her sweaty face, eyes wild with a mix of guilt and indignation. Then, to add insult to injury, she wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist. “What the hell are you doing here?” 
“Wh—Visiting you! And who the hell is she?!” 
I pointed at the woman still awkwardly sprawled on the furniture, who, mind you, hadn’t so much as peeked through her fingers. 
Yasmin’s brow creased as if I were the one out of line. “How did you get in?”
“You gave me a key. Thought I’d do something nice for our anniversary!”
“Well, you should’ve knocked!”
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.
Obviously, her self-righteousness set me right off. Was she actually blaming me for this? 
I don’t really remember much after that. My mind has kindly blurred the specifics, which, I think, is some kind of trauma response. What I do recall is my body moving before my brain caught up. Tubs of acrylics and oils, bright, furious things, went sailing across the room. Yasmin screeched. Her dresser-top companion ducked. My arm wound up for another throw.
It wasn’t art. It was something else entirely. And god, it was satisfying.
Paintbrushes came next. Maybe a heavy easel. 
The small fire was a surprise. So was the blaring alarm. But honestly, who leaves candles burning unattended in an art studio?
I didn’t stick around to admire my work. I burst onto the sidewalk, lungs seizing, heart pounding as if it wanted out of my chest. The cold air bit hard, slicing through the adrenaline that had been keeping me upright.
A fire truck shrieked around the corner, red lights flashing. I took that as my cue, rounded the block, and flung myself into a cab like a woman fleeing the scene of a crime. Which, technically, I was.
It wasn’t until the seatbelt clicked into place, hands shaking uselessly in my lap, that reality slid in beside me. The whole ordeal replayed in my head, shot in garish, unforgiving color, impossible to rewind, impossible to erase.
Yasmin
The betrayal.
The humiliation.
How do you move forward when the foundation of your life crumbles beneath you? How do you rebuild when everything you trusted turns to dust? Then again, what other choice is there?
Life doesn’t pause because you’re shattered. It keeps moving, dragging you with it whether you’re ready or not.
Lost in thought, I barely notice I’m coasting along a moving walkway. It’s only when the belt jerks to a stop, nearly sending me face-first into my carry-on, that I snap back into the moment. 
“Shit,” I mutter.
The terminal swirls around me, a chaotic tide of travelers moving in every direction. I’m carried with the current, still blinking. I glance up and stop cold.
Gate 45? What happened to 43?
I spin around in a panic as a voice crackles overhead.
“Attention, passenger Parker Reed. Please proceed to Gate 43 immediately.”
Oh hell. That’s me.
I break into a clumsy half-run, dodging slow walkers while lugging my bag behind me. By the time I arrive at the gate, out of breath and visibly disheveled, the airline staff are not impressed.
Smoothing my hair, I plaster on a smile. “Hi, I am she—Parker, I mean.”
An attendant with a voluminous bouffant sets aside her walkie-talkie and snatches my boarding pass. A quick scan, a sharp nod, and I’m herded onto the jet bridge.
When I reach my row, the woman by the window looks up. Big blue eyes framed by dark, slightly wild hair. For a split second, I lose my train of thought.
“Hey,” I mumble, stowing my carry-on.
She offers a tight, practiced smile, the kind you give strangers you hope won’t talk to you, and turns to her magazine. But as I lower myself into my seat, an audible tearing noise emanates from the hole across the knee of my jeans. 
I laugh awkwardly and, in case there’s any doubt, gesture to my knee.
Seriously, this day needs to end.
She doesn’t blink, just flips the page. Her perfume hangs softly in the air, a whisper of jasmine, faintly sweet and expensive. Of course she smells incredible.
Anyway, I try. What’s the harm in a little small talk? 
“Heading home to Chicago?”
The woman hums in acknowledgment, somewhere between mmm and duh, and casts me a sidelong glance without lifting her head.
“You’re an artist?” 
“Wh—?” I follow her eyes and—oh.
Paint. All over my shirt, jeans, hands. Fantastic. I’ve been in such a tailspin I didn’t even think to check my appearance. The remnants of my very stupid morning cling to me in dried streaks and stubborn blobs.
Before I can stammer out a half-decent explanation, the safety demonstration begins, and she refocuses on the screen.
Okay, whatever. Nice chat.
I shift, searching for the seatbelt. It’s buried under my thigh, or at least I think it is. I tug at the strap. It doesn’t budge. Right. That’s because it belongs to my uninterested neighbor. 
“Sorry,” I mutter, cheeks warming, as I untangle mine and buckle it into place. 
Click. Secured. 
God, I feel sick. The Singapore Slings from earlier churn in my stomach, colliding with a fresh wave of anxiety. My fingers twitch, restless. I grab the safety card, skim half a sentence, and promptly return it to the pocket.
Out of the corner of my eye, I catch my neighbor glancing at me. No doubt she thinks I’m a hot mess. Can’t blame her. 
Through the window, I watch in horror as a suitcase tumbles off the conveyor belt onto the tarmac. Most likely mine. A baggage handler casually kicks it along the ground and tosses it onto the carousel.
I groan silently. An ominous sign for sure. Often when I’m in a dark place, I connect the dots far too quickly.
I try for a more positive angle. Well, at least running late means I don’t have time to sit here and catastrophize before takeoff. No time to spiral about the plane plummeting from the sky, hundreds of bodies hurtling toward certain doom.
I am my own worst enemy.
Breathe, Parker. Breathe.
Easier said than done when your seatbelt feels like it’s cutting off circulation to your lower half.
Better safe than sorry, I tell myself, sinking deeper into the cushions. I ignore the overwhelming urge to puke and subconsciously start mentally humming the first song that pops into my head:
“I’m leaving on a jet plane. Don’t know when I’ll be back again—” 
Really, Parker? You couldn’t think of any other song? 
Honestly, I can’t pinpoint when flying became such a nightmare for me, but it’s gotten worse with age. I’ve turned down job offers, actual career opportunities, simply at the mention of travel. 
I squeeze my eyes shut, willing my thoughts to slow, to stop spiraling. Before I can fully calm myself, the plane launches forward with a sudden, forceful acceleration, the runway blurring beneath us. My fingers grip the armrests so hard my knuckles turn white. 
In through the nose, out through the mouth. 
“Not a fan of takeoffs?” a voice asks.
“Does it look like it?” I wince, eyes remaining firmly shut.
“I love the feeling of power surging,” she muses. “Feeling free, like you’re soaring—”
Oh, now she wants to chat.
“Good for you.” I try not to snap, though it may come out that way. This is not some magical, soul-expanding moment for me, lady. This is survival.
Sometime later, when we’re no longer pitched on an angle and my stomach returns to my body, the seatbelt sign dings. Tentatively, I peel one eye open.
She’s holding out a tiny airplane pillow. “Maybe try to get some sleep?”
“Very hard to do when I’m the one flying the plane,” I retort with a tortured smile.
She chuckles. “I suppose. Except takeoff’s over. Isn’t that the most technical part of your job?”
I turn to her. “Are you—” But I stop when I catch the smirk tugging at her lips. 
“Okay,” I say. “Right. Funny.”
Mockery at thirty thousand feet. Exactly what I need.
I sigh, cross my arms, and stare at the aircraft icon on the screen, crawling across New York State like a fly stuttering across a windowpane. When that gets old, I shift my focus outside, where the wing extends into the endless blue.
I count screws to calm myself.
Eight, nine, ten—
Wait. Is one missing? 
I squint, peering closer. And is that ... duct tape on the panel?
Jesus. My heart rate spikes as I sit back, squeezing my hands into fists. This is not helping.
Bump. 
I flinch. My gaze darts to the wing. Still there. Still attached. Must’ve clipped a rock dove or something. Do rock doves even fly at this altitude? God, I don’t know.
The plane sways slightly, one wing dipping and then the other, and my stomach does the exact same thing. Okay. No. This is fine. Probably the laws of physics, or wind, or whatever. I need a distraction before my brain eats itself. With a sudden burst of determination, I pull out my phone. Rock doves. I need to research rock doves. 
“No. You can’t use that,” a stern voice snaps. 
I jerk my head up to see a surly-looking flight attendant looming over me.
“Oh. Just checking if it’s off,” I lie, fumbling to lock my screen. My palms are sweaty. My forehead is damp. Seriously, if someone opened one of those tiny vents directly onto my face, I’d say thank you.
An hour or so into the flight, I realize nothing bad has happened. Unless you count my increasing neurosis, which, if we’re being honest, is becoming its own separate passenger. Everyone around me is calm. Relaxed, to a ridiculous degree. 
We shudder through a stretch of turbulence, and the woman beside me chuckles as she casually reads an article. I glance at her, genuinely baffled. Doesn’t she understand what we’re doing? Doesn’t she realize how fragile this all is?
What if something happens? What if the engines fail? Or the wing snaps off? What if a door flies open and we get sucked out like popcorn kernels in a vacuum?
Before I know it, I do what I always do when nerves get the best of me. I start rambling. 
And obviously, it’s directed at my seatmate. Because that’s what happens when you offer someone a pillow.
“I’m a fearless businesswoman, you know. Saleswoman of the Year. Well, used to be—until I was brutally axed.”
Her eyes flicker to me briefly, but she doesn’t seem fazed. Encouraging enough for me to keep going.
“... a naked woman spread-eagled on the dresser, and my girlfriend ... I’m sure you can fill in the blanks. The other woman was a natural redhead if that helps you paint the picture.”
Nothing. No reaction. Not even a raised eyebrow.
“... haven’t achieved much in life. Never been out of the country. Never gotten a tattoo. Or taken a single dance class. Do you think I’m boring?”
I look over for assurance—
Bump. 
My insides churn, breath rasping in my throat. More swaying. My fingers dig into the plastic armrests. Things steady for a bit, and I think, Okay, we’re good, we’re fine ...
And then the plane drops.
Not a dip. Not a bounce. A drop. The kind that makes your body lag behind. The kind that makes people scream. Me included.
Somewhere ahead of us, a flight attendant smacks the ceiling. The beverage cart goes rogue, clipping my knuckles and taking some skin with it. The fasten-seat-belt sign chimes incessantly, the panic in the air thick and suffocating. I press into my chair like that’ll protect me. My pulse is in my ears. In my teeth.
I’m going to spew. I so am.
“Oh, fuck,” I gasp. “Must be some sort of storm. We should steer around it.”
My neighbor barely blinks. “Should we tell the pilot your plan?”
She’s still making jokes!
An announcement cuts through the cabin. “Folks, this is your captain speaking. We’ve hit some clear air turbulence. Please return to your seats. Seatbelt signs have been—”
Another drop. Sharper, harsher. The screaming amps up. Overhead bins burst open. A bald man across the aisle takes a backpack to the face, knocking his glasses clean off.
This is it. My worst fear is playing out in real time. Worse, somehow, than the horrific visual I stumbled upon this morning, and that’s saying something.
My brain can’t take it. Oh my god, the plane is going down in a ball of flames. No way it won’t hurt. How could it not? We’re all going to be blown to smithereens, scattered across the atmosphere like dust.
“I don’t think smithereens,” the woman beside me says quietly. 
That wasn’t just in my head, was it?
I twist around, wild-eyed, and she’s looking at me—calmly.  
“Don’t stress,” she adds.
Easy for her to say. I’m practically levitating.
“It’s only turbulence,” she reassures me. “Potholes in the sky. It’ll pass in a few—”
Another jolt. This time more aggressive. She jumps too. Without thinking, I latch onto her hand.
“We’ll be fine,” she says, not very convincingly.
 At the same time, I blurt, “We’re doomed.” 
Surely we’re near the ground. Surely. 
Words tumble out in a frenzied rush. “No one’s going to tell you you’re about to die. That’s the thing. Haven’t you watched Plane Crash Investigations? One minute everybody’s reaching for peanuts, and the next, they’re falling from the sky, never to be seen again.” 
My grip on her fingers tightens. She’s my emergency emotional support human, whether she likes it or not. “I’ve lost my job, my girlfriend. Dying on top of that seems excessive, don’t you think?”
Of course, I’m totally thinking about myself right now.
The woman pushes her head back into the seat. “Uh-huh. Not fair at all. No dying allowed today.”
Tears start to form as we bounce around the sky.
“Thank you for your kind words,” I mutter, swiping at my face with the sleeve of my paint-smudged shirt.
“Keep rambling,” she says. “It’s helping.”
I blink at her. Of all the reactions I expected, this wasn’t it. Finally, someone embracing my chaos instead of backing away slowly.
“Okay, I got a new job, but I may have lied on my résumé. I mean, who actually goes to secretarial school?”
“I don’t know anyone,” she replies.
“... cheated on an exam in college. One time. Statistics, freshman year, copying Hillary Berger. It was multiple choice, so does it really count if I borrowed a few answers?”
“... first kiss was with a poster of Gisele Bündchen. I made out with it so much I wore a hole in it ...”
“... irrational fear of the dark since I was five. Hid inside the cooler in the garage, and the latch jammed. Thought I was going to be trapped there forever with Dad’s old fishing tackle. Still sleep with a nightlight. I’m twenty-eight ...”
“... never, ever won anything. No raffles. No fairground goldfish. Not even Pin the Tail on the Donkey ...”
“... one time, I stress-ate twenty-four cookies in a single sitting. Highland Gold shortbread. Those buttery devils own my soul ...”
“... I pretended to like vegan food for a whole year because Yasmin did. All I wanted was a plate of saucy meatballs. My favorite dish in the whole wide world. Also, I cannot stand Michael Bublé—”
The plane jerks violently, cutting me off mid-confession as I lurch forward. 
“Oh god, please, when will this end?!” My jaw feels like it’s about to seize up from the sheer volume of words I’ve dumped onto this poor woman.
“It just did,” she says, somehow calm once more.
“Huh?” I whip my head around, eyes wide, as the cabin erupts in applause and cheers.
She nods toward the window. “We landed.”
I blink at her. Then at the oval window, where I confirm the impossible. Terra firma. The wheels have touched down, the engine is slowing, the flight attendants are back to looking vaguely cheerful.
“We’re alive?” I poke my arm, half-expecting my hand to pass through.
“Yes, apparently so.” 
Relief slams into me so hard I melt into my seat. “Okay. Miracles are real. Good to know.”
There’s a pause. She clears her throat and gestures to her hand, currently trapped in my death grip. “Do you mind if—?”
“Oh! Right. Sorry.” I let go immediately, cringing as she flexes her fingers, probably trying to restore blood flow.
I hide behind my hair, my face an actual furnace. “Thanks for, um ... listening.”
Listening. That word doesn’t feel strong enough for what she endured.
Shit. How long was I rambling?
The whole flight feels like a weird, fever-dream time warp. I also have this odd sense of memory loss and a hollow pit in my stomach as though I might’ve confessed several deeply personal things to a complete stranger. Oh no. Did I tell her about the Gisele Bündchen poster?
She stands, clearly eager to escape the plane, and me. “No problem. Safe travels.”
Safe travels. The irony nearly knocks me over.
I watch her slip into the aisle, her perfume lingering in the air, twining itself with the fading echo of my humiliation.
And as I follow the shuffle of passengers toward the exit, still slightly shell-shocked, only one coherent thought bounces around in my head. 
Thank god I’ll never see her again.
 
◆◆◆
 
By the time I make it through the door of my Wicker Park apartment, the weight of the last twenty-four hours almost has me on my knees. 
It’s quiet. Erin’s down in Pilsen, having dinner with her parents, so there’s nothing but the faint groan of old pipes and a siren wailing somewhere in the distance. I resist the urge to melt into a heap on the floor. Instead, I toss my keys onto the counter, nearly taking out the sad little succulent we keep trying to revive, and unleash a primal howl in the living room that shakes the walls. The sound sends Bandit, our overweight tuxedo cat, tearing down the hall, tail puffed into a full bottle brush.  
Grabbing a fistful of tissues, I pad to my room. The bed creaks under my weight as I collapse onto it, limbs heavy and uncooperative. I fish around in my bag for my phone, eventually prying it loose from the depths. One deep inhale, and I brace for the digital equivalent of a bomb. 
I switch it on.
The screen flares to life, and immediately, it’s like a slot machine going off in my palm, ping after ping after ping. Through the blur of fresh tears, I squint at the first text.
 
YASMIN: Where are you?
 
What does she mean, where am I? Why would I hang around?
There are three of these. Delete. Delete. Delete.
Next:
 
YASMIN: Can you be a grown-up for one second and talk about this?
 
I snort out loud. Definitely not. Trembling, I hammer out a few replies, ranging from seething sarcasm to all-caps rage, then delete them. Just like a mature, well-adjusted adult. 
A part of me wants to scream at her, to tell her exactly what I think of her ridiculous request, but no. I won’t give her the satisfaction of knowing she still has that kind of power.
And there’s one final message:
 
YASMIN: Can I have my key back?
 
I blink, staring at the screen, quite sure I’m seeing things. 
I am not seeing things. 
Slowly, a laugh bubbles up, weak at first, growing louder, until it tumbles out in a near-hysterical mess. Happy tears roll over my sad ones in some horrific emotional cocktail. 
Because of course. Of course she wants her key back. Not an explanation. Not an apology. Not even a moment to acknowledge that she took a sledgehammer to my heart and walked away whistling. Just the key. She doesn’t want any more surprises.
“Oh, Yasmin,” I murmur, pressing the heel of my palm to my eyes. “You’re unbelievable.” 
I wipe my face, feeling raw, scraped thin, and decide I’m done with my phone for the day. I fling it toward the trash can, without bothering to look where it lands, expecting, as always, to miss.
Except this time, I hear it hit. A clean drop.
I blink. “Are you kidding me?”
Now I’ll have to dig it out. Or maybe I won’t. Maybe that’s exactly where Yasmin’s cold, detached messages belong. Away from me. Buried, forgotten, at the bottom of the trash. 
Bandit’s soft padding echoes from the hallway, his paws making their trademark whisper against the floor. He peers around the corner, wide eyes fixed on me, and lets out a teeny, accusatory chirp as if to remind me that my wallowing has delayed his dinner. And isn’t that the real tragedy here?
“Okay, okay,” I sigh, dragging myself upright and shuffling toward the kitchen.
Bandit pads after me, tail high, smug as hell. The undisputed ruler of this apartment, watching his loyal subject finally get off the bed.
I scoop his food, ignoring his loud, theatrical meows, a tragic monologue about starvation, despite the fact that I fed him this morning. Erin probably did too. 
“Demanding little dictator,” I mutter as he dives face-first into the kibble, tiny pellets flying everywhere. “Ever consider cleaning up after yourself?”
No response. Rude, but not surprising.
Bandit isn’t actually ours. He belongs to Roy, the upstairs neighbor who disappeared on a “quick trip” to the Philippine Archipelago and hasn’t been back in four months. Yesterday, I saw a woman in a feathered hat hauling a lamp out of his place, so yeah, Bandit’s ours now, more or less. Squatter’s rights or something.
As Bandit happily inhales his meal, my gaze drifts across the street to an apartment. Big picture windows glow with silhouettes of people. Dancing, laughing, living. Worlds away from my current pity party. They’re on the sunlit side of the street while I’m stuck in the shadows.
I blow out a breath and push off the counter.
In the bathroom, the mirror is merciless. Puffy eyes, mascara smudged halfway to my temples, hair frizzed into something unrecognizable. I brush my teeth, splash water on my face, and wash away the worst pieces of the day.
By the time I slide under the covers, it feels less like sleep and more like retreating into a cave. A small, safe cocoon where nothing can reach me. Muscles unclench. My body sinks into the mattress. Outside, the city hums, neon lights flicker against my blinds. But in here, it’s just me.
I take a deep breath, let my eyes flutter shut, and remind myself of one good thing about bad days: 
They always end.
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWO
Parker
“And that, my friends, is how you start a small fire.”I sink into the cerulean banquette, stretching my legs under the small table as Lily and Erin stare at me, matching sets of bug-eyed horror. 
For a moment, neither of them says a word. 
Then Erin springs to her feet, her messy, chocolatey bun bouncing. “Three cheers for the resident pyro! Hip hip—”
“Erin!” I snatch her wrist and yank her down, laughing into her shoulder as she topples into my lap. We’re not getting kicked out again.
It’s Sunday, and we’re tucked into our usual spot at The Blue Belle, a cozy, wildly overpriced bar in Logan Square, where the wine list is longer than the menu. This is where we meet to dissect the messes of the week. Normally, it’s Erin’s latest doomed Hinge match or Lily’s ongoing feud with her neighbor over stolen Amazon packages. 
Tonight, though, the spotlight is all mine. Lucky me.
“So, after she told me to knock first, I kind of turned into—”
“The Hulk,” Erin finishes, smirking.
It’s a rhythm we’ve fallen into after years of living together. We met at Northwestern, where I studied marketing and she majored in women and, to a lesser extent, journalism. These days, Erin works in magazine publishing and wears her singleness like a badge of honor. I, meanwhile, have lost track of her dating roster somewhere between the woman who collected antique swords and the one who ghosted her over a horoscope. 
Lily, ever the pragmatist, shakes her head. “Serves them right for having candles. Amateurs. In my book, you’re a hero.”
“Same,” Erin agrees.
 Lily throws her gangly arms around us, squashing me in the middle, and there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.
Erin is the first to fold, sputtering, “Okay, okay, I love you. I also love breathing.”  
A few strangled giggles later, I tap out too. Look, I might be jobless, my love life squarely in the toilet, and my savings account begging for mercy, but I’ve got wine in my hand and my best friends beside me. That has to count for something.
“Well, from now on, I’m a women-free zone.” I swirl my glass. “Me and the fairer sex are on a break.” 
“Some of us have been on a break since the beginning of the year, even if we didn’t want to be,” Lily sighs.
We lock eyes, and for a second, it’s not funny at all. Still, we burst out giggling anyway, because if we don’t laugh about our collectively doomed love lives, what else is there? 
“Maybe I’ll find a cute snow bunny in the Alps,” Lily muses, chin in hand, already crafting a romantic subplot for herself.
I groan. “I can’t believe you’re leaving us for a month to go skiing.”
“Allegedly, I’m working,” she grins. “I’ll be home before you know it.” 
Lily splits her year in two. Winters as a ski instructor, summers teaching Pilates, which is how we met. I took exactly three of her classes, then lied about keeping up with the workouts at home. To be fair, I did do them once. So not a complete lie. Just ... an exaggerated truth.
I glance at Erin, who’s cracking peanut shells a little violently. She’s fiercely protective of me, sometimes to a mildly concerning degree. Judging by her current expression, she’s probably imagining Yasmin’s head between her fingers instead of a peanut. 
“She was never good enough for you, Parker,” she says, slamming her glass down.
Lily aggressively slurps her frozen margarita. “Yeah. She should be counting her lucky stars she managed to get your phone number.” 
I giggle, warm with wine and their unwavering, slightly tipsy loyalty. If there’s one thing my friends do best, it’s close ranks and raise hell when necessary.
Though if I’m being honest with myself, and I rarely am when it comes to Yasmin, they might be right. I always knew my friends weren’t Yasmin’s biggest fans, yet they welcomed her with open arms. For my sake. Unlike my twin sister, Rose, who had her arms very much crossed from day one. 
“Oh, going to New York again to paint? Why can’t she do that here?”
Annoying at the time. Painfully accurate in hindsight. 
God, I hate when she’s right.
Rose is six minutes older, two inches taller, and infinitely more opinionated. Beyond the shared whiskey-colored eyes we inherited from our mother, everything else diverges sharply. Her hair falls sleek, smooth, and midnight dark; mine is an unruly mess of blonde waves. Her nose is straight, regal even, while mine tilts slightly upward at the end, sprinkled lightly with a few freckles. She has the kind of sun-kissed tan you'd get from confidently lounging poolside, whereas my skin stubbornly refuses anything other than porcelain pale or cherry-red burns. 
People also say we’re like night and day. Or, more accurately, fire and water. Which is the polite way of saying we drive each other absolutely nuts.
I throw back the last of my drink. “Thank god Rose isn’t here,” I mutter. “She’d be dishing out a whole pile of I told you so’s. Actually, she’d slap me silly—”
“Oh, hi, Rose and baby!” Erin waves over my shoulder with exaggerated cheerfulness.
My head snaps around so fast I swear something cracks.
Sure enough, there’s Rose, waddling toward us with her very pregnant belly leading the charge like a battering ram of judgment. She’s always wanted to be a mom, so a year and a half ago she announced, “I’m going to do IVF!” and that’s what she did. She made a spreadsheet and everything. 
I glare at Erin.
She bites her lip. “Sorry. She wanted to come.”
Rose stops next to me, resting a hand on her stomach. “Why on earth would I want to slap you?” she says sweetly, but with that unmistakable sisterly edge. 
True to form, when I try to stand and make a run for the bar, she smacks my butt. 
I suppress a groan and rub my forehead. Because, like it or not, I’m about to tell this story for the second time tonight.
And Rose is going to savor every minute of it. 



CHAPTER THREE
Parker
Two weeks later, I’m at MoonBird Studios, a small but mighty ad agency, covering for my sister while she’s on paid maternity leave. Apparently, they’ve come up with some magical arrangement for when she gets back: flexible hours, on-site childcare, the works. Honestly, I’m just glad someone’s looking out for her.
Rose, being Rose, didn’t so much ask if I wanted the job as informed me I’d be starting Monday. Given the current state of my life, I wasn’t exactly in a position to argue. Or even whimper, really. 
So now I’m twenty-one floors above the Loop, pressed against a wall of windows, watching a city that never stops moving. On the street, honking cabs and aggressive bike messengers are doing battle. Up here, though, it’s all calm efficiency. Keyboards tapping, coffee being sipped, people who look like they know precisely what they’re doing. 
I’m not one of them. Well, not yet anyway. I’ve been temporarily exiled to the break room while my boss runs late. I’m hardly complaining. This space is nicer than most apartments I’ve lived in. Designer furniture, inspirational wall art, and a matte-black coffee machine so sleek it might be able to file my taxes. 
More importantly, the receptionist gave me permission to raid the snack bar, and I took that as a legally binding directive.
Which is how I ended up eating Highland Gold shortbread. These buttery masterpieces practically have their own halo. I’ve demolished one and am deep into my second when—
Movement.
Out of the corner of my eye, someone steps into the doorway. 
And not anyone. 
Her.
The cookie slips from my hand.
Oh shit.
For a flicker of a second, the woman looks as startled as I am. While I stand, frozen like an idiot, she recovers. Quickly. 
“Lady from the plane. Hello,” she says, striding toward me, all silk-black power suit and swishy hair.
I manage a very articulate “Hi,” and then, for reasons unknown to science, I wave.
Panicked, I drop to the floor and start sweeping up crumbs with my bare hands, because clearly, the best way to recover from an embarrassing moment is to double down on it.
The click of heels stops right in front of me. Oxblood-red leather, impossibly chic. The kind of shoes that say I’m important, and also, I could crush you.
Slowly, I lift my gaze, tracing the clean line of her tailored pants to the angular set of her hip. Heat rushes to my cheeks as I scramble to my feet. I fiddle with the strap of my satchel, desperate to seem grounded, though I feel anything but.
“Fancy seeing you here,” she says, smirk edging wider. 
And her lips—yeah. Those are a problem. 
I didn’t quite notice them before on the plane, given my horrendous headspace. Now, standing in front of her in a place with actual oxygen, they’re all I can focus on.
Not the time, brain. 
“Yeah, fancy that,” I mumble.
She quirks an eyebrow. 
Words. I should say more words.
“I’m, uh, waiting for my new boss. She’s running late. Probably in need of an executive assistant.” I laugh at my own lame joke.
She does not. 
Ugh. Why am I like this?
Instead, she tilts her head. “I see. Well, Miss Morgan’s back.”
“She is?” I blurt, panic prickling across my skin. I swipe a hand down the front of my shirt. “God, do I have anything on my face?”
She gestures to the corner of my mouth.
Blushing, I swiftly paw away the evidence. “Thanks. And?” I hold up my sad pile of crumbs.
She points to a nearby trash can, and I toss the remains.
“I’ll take you to her office,” the woman offers.
“Oh, great. Perfect.” 
I fall into step behind her as she leads me down a hallway. As we walk, I pull out my phone and stealthily check my reflection on the screen. I also pop a mint. 
Suddenly, she stops. I come dangerously close to walking directly into her, catching myself with an awkward hop-skip.
She spins around—and her eyes. 
They’re the color of the ocean right before a storm rolls in. Not the postcard blue kind, something deeper, more restless. Up close, there’s a sharpness to them. A clarity I wish I hadn’t noticed. 
She blinks. “Oh.”
“Hi,” I say again, and it sounds even stupider the second time around. 
She quickly looks away, waving me through a doorway. “Just in here. Take a seat. Would you like a coffee?” 
I step inside. “No, I’m good, thanks. I’m already bouncing off the walls.”
The office is the literal definition of success. Floor-to-ceiling windows frame a full-blown Chicago postcard, glass towers glinting in the sunlight, Lake Michigan stretching lazily in the distance. Everything in here exudes effortless power. It’s polished yet not sterile, sophisticated with enough warmth to make it feel intentional. A couple of vibrant canvases brighten the wall, a vase of fresh lilies lounges on a console table, and a framed photo rests on a nearby shelf, daring me not to snoop. 
Obviously, I do. 
Hold on. Is that a cat? Sitting on a laptop? 
Okay. Was expecting a smiling family, maybe a vacation snapshot, but sure, whatever keeps the creative engine running. I respect the commitment to feline-based office morale.
I ease into the chair across from her, watching as she moves with purpose behind the massive desk. She straightens a pile of papers, picks up a pen, flips it once between her fingers.
I’m trying to puzzle out what exactly she’s doing when—
Wait. 
No. It can’t be. 
I swallow hard as she sinks into a tall, imposing wingback chair, one leg elegantly crossing over the other. She stares at me, and the weight of her gaze has my heart thundering against my ribs.
“I’m Ashley Morgan,” she says smoothly. “Your new boss. And apparently ...” She lets the words hang there, waiting for them to fully land, and my cheeks redden on impact. “I need an assistant so I’m not late. And you’re it. Well, for six weeks—until your sister’s back from maternity leave.”
The world tilts. I nearly black out.
My horrible joke, the plane. Oh no, the plane.
All my fuck-ups echo around the quiet room in a montage of pure humiliation. 
Still, I think desperately, she probably didn’t pay attention. Everyone on the flight was wrapped up in their own mortality, too busy stressing to care.
Except as Ashley keeps talking, I realize how wrong I am. 
“Should be a walk in the park for someone like you.” She levels me with a look, the overhead lighting casting sharp angles across her features. “You know, with your five years of experience, secretarial school background, and straight-A record.”
My stomach knots.
She remembers. Every single detail. She actually listened. 
I’m so dead.
A strange, high-pitched noise escapes my body. “Mmm. About that ...” I slap a hand over my face, briefly consider launching out the window, then remember we’re roughly twenty floors up. Which feels excessive, even for me.
I need to regroup. Fast.
“I was very stressed on that plane,” I say, words falling over themselves. “My anxiety was—I usually limit myself to two flights a year. Max. And that was two. In a day.”
Ashley raises a single eyebrow. Her expression remains maddeningly neutral. 
Meanwhile, my face? Completely numb. I think I might be having a stroke.
She says nothing. Just sits there, legs crossed, suit immaculate, lips painted a ruthless red.
“Mm-hmm,” she hums.
The deadliest sound in existence.
I panic. “Okay, I was also dru—” 
My brain slams on the brakes.
Shit. I can definitely not say drunk. Think, Parker. Pull it together.
Her eyes narrow. “Drunk,” she repeats, flat and unforgiving.
I force a laugh. “What? Nooo, no way,” I say, tugging at my collar as if it’s tightening with every lie. “I was ... rambling. A lot of half-truths in there. Stress does that.”
My heart is in my throat. 
I cannot mess this up.
My sister will literally murder me. She’ll do it slowly and with ceremony. Plus, I need money to get through this lull in employment, and the pay is generous.
Ashley clicks her silver ballpoint pen in and out, the sound like tiny hammers inside my skull. “Really?”
I nod, my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth. 
“Uh, yeah. I guess. I honestly can’t remember most of it,” I manage.
Which is true. And exactly the wrong thing to say.
She tilts her head the other way, and I swear I hear a distant bell toll.
“Well,” she replies coolly, “thankfully, my mind isn’t a sieve, and I recall every word. Verbatim.”
Oh, come on.
I shift uncomfortably, mentally bracing for the next blow.
She steeples her fingers, gaze unblinking. “And lying on your résumé? That’s not a quality I seek in an employee—”
“But—”
Her glare instantly silences me. It’s not a look. It’s a warning. She’s not someone who tolerates excuses. 
“Trust and loyalty,” she continues, low and deliberate, “are things I value highly. Which is why, when Rose suggested you, I didn’t hesitate. She’s a valued employee, and I trusted her judgment.” 
She taps her pen rhythmically, her eyes never leaving mine, and my stomach drops to somewhere near my ankles. I might actually die right here in this extremely expensive office.
“While the unsolicited synopsis of your life was mildly entertaining,” she says, leaning forward, “it’s significantly less so now that you’re sitting in front of me.”
God, she’s hot. And also kind of a jerk. 
A lethal combination that my brain, historically, has not handled well.
I swallow hard. Silence has never been my strong suit, so of course I open my mouth and dig deeper.
“Look, I’m desperate. I’m in a bit of a hole. My job was taken from me. My relationship.” I make a completely unnecessary boom sound that I regret the second it leaves my mouth. “I really, really need this job. I’m intelligent, I work hard, and—” grasping for literally anything to bolster my case, I add, “Rose is my twin sister. I can’t be all bad ... you know, genetically speaking.”
Silence.
Cringing. So. Hard.
Did I just use genetics as an argument for my competence? This has to be the worst pitch in history.
Ashley rubs her forehead like I’m physically giving her a headache. Her eyes glaze over as she slips into her mind, and I squeeze the strap of my satchel tighter and tighter. 
She flicks a glance toward the glittering skyline, and for one gut-twisting moment, I’m sure she’s about to fire me before I’ve even been hired.
Instead, she exhales.
“As I am, unfortunately, beyond desperate,” she says, “I’m prepared to give you a one-week trial. Effective immediately. My partner’s assistant, Roxy, will oversee your training.”
The knot in my stomach untangles so abruptly, I nearly fall out of my chair.  
“Oh, thank you—thank you, seriously. I swear you won’t regret this.” I pour every ounce of sincerity I have into those words.
Ashley sighs, pressing her fingertips to her temples. “I’d also like you to pop down to the store and buy me a bulk pack of Tylenol. Extra Strength.”
I jump to my feet. “Yes. Absolutely. On it.”
She waves a dismissive hand toward the door. “Close it behind you.”
In my flurry to escape, I somehow trip over the chair leg and execute a bizarre half-curtsy as I back out of the room, her eyes narrowing in confusion. 
Oh my god. What am I doing?
The door clicks shut behind me, and I slump against the wall, drawing in a long, shaky breath.
Never in the long and storied history of job interviews has someone so thoroughly fumbled their way into employment. But hey, I’ll take it.
 
◆◆◆
 
Obviously, I do what a million women have done before me in a moment of sheer crisis.
I flee to the bathroom.
After delivering Ashley’s Tylenol, I lock myself in the nearest stall and sit down fully clothed on the toilet, the walls closing in like a porcelain fortress. Time to compartmentalize. And, of course, send an emergency text.
My heart’s pounding, my brain struggling to process the unlikeliness of it all. The injustice of it all. I mean, my parents always told me not to talk to strangers, and yet here. WE. ARE. 
On the toilet, tapping out a message.
 
ME: She hates me.
 
ROSE: WHAT? AFTER ONE HOUR?
 
ME: Um, more like five minutes. Remember how I told you I almost died flying back from New York? She was the woman I sat next to on the plane.
 
ROSE: The woman? The one you held hands with? 
 
ME: Mmm. Not sure she remembers that part. Though she definitely remembered some of the stuff I blurted while we were plummeting to Earth.
 
ROSE: Stuff?
 
Right. 
I may have omitted that tiny, inconsequential detail when I recounted the story. Didn’t want Rose thinking I was completely unhinged. She already believes I’m a perpetual oversharer. 
I squeeze my eyes shut, searching for the least incriminating way to phrase this.
Oh, whatever.
 
ME: Well, I might’ve told her that I lied on my résumé. And said I went to secretarial school. Also, I cheated on an exam. Basically, I’m a liar. 
 
ROSE: Dear god, Parker! I do actually want my job back, you know!
 
ME: No, no, please don’t stress! She was all, “Rose is amazing, Rose is irreplaceable, Rose walks on water.” She loves you. Borderline obsessed.
 
A blatant, bald-faced lie.
Why am I still lying? 
I keep typing.
 
ME: Anyway, she’s agreed to give me a one-week trial. I promise to be on my best behavior. Like nun-level behavior.
 
This part I actually mean. No way do I want to be the person responsible for sending my very pregnant sister into premature labor.
I take a deep breath. Crisis somewhat managed.
And then, because my sense of self-preservation only extends so far:
 
ME: Also, hypothetically speaking, if someone were to eat all the communal shortbread before lunch, where would one go to restock?
 
ROSE: PARKER, I’M GOING TO FREAKING KILL YOU.
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER FOUR
Parker
The next morning hardly redeems itself. 
I’m too busy laughing at something Erin said, not paying the slightest attention to where I’m stepping when it happens. One heel skids across a patch of black ice, and the other gets lodged in one of those sidewalk grates that seem custom-engineered to ruin lives.
There’s a crunch, a snap. One heel shears clean off, while the other’s hanging on by what appears to be willpower alone.
I stare at the scene, stunned.
February in Chicago is not for the weak. The sidewalk’s cracking, the wind is trying to strip the skin from my face, and now my shoes are collateral damage. 
“Are you kidding me?” I mutter.
Erin, a few paces ahead, turns. Her eyes widen when she sees the carnage.
“Oh, crap.” She grabs my arm and hauls me loose. “Get on my back. I’ll carry you.”
She says it completely straight-faced, like some modern-day warhorse.
I let out a short, breathy laugh, even as my nerves begin to fray. “Yeah. A piggyback ride won’t draw more attention.”
Erin sighs, clearly disappointed by my lack of adventurous spirit. “I really do love you and your eternal sunshine, Parks.”
“Bite me.”
She grins, throws an arm around me, and we hobble the short distance to my building. Thank god she has training nearby, otherwise I’d still be wrestling my shoe out of that grate.
“Thanks, Erin.” I squeeze her in a quick hug, my gloved fingers slipping on her puffer coat.
“Wish I could help with a quick shoe mission, but I’m locked in all day.” She checks her phone and grimaces. “Shit. Starts in five.”
“Go. Don’t be late.”
Erin starts jogging backward. “I’d wish you good luck—break a leg ...” 
She waggles her eyebrows. I flip her off, grinning.
Honestly, if I break a leg at this point, I might as well lie down and let the snow plows run me over.
“I owe you one,” I call after her. “I’ll cook you chicken parm—”
“Parker, right?”
I spin, nearly wipe out again, and find myself face-to-face with a tall woman in a ruby-red coat, chestnut hair snapping artfully in the wind. 
“Hi, I’m Sarah. The other partner at MoonBird.” She plucks a rogue leaf from her glossed lip and gives me a warm smile. “We haven’t had the chance to be formally introduced. Welcome aboard.” 
Behind her, Erin’s making a show of blowing me air kisses.
“Oh—hi. Nice to meet you. And thank you,” I say, trying not to stumble.
Sarah holds the door open, glancing at the grim sky. “Quick, before we blow away.”
Luckily, the elevator is empty. I lean against the mirrored wall and yank off the heel that’s barely attached. No way I’m walking in lopsided.
This is unbelievable. This is beyond. If there’s any mercy in the universe, my boss won’t mind that I’m a bit late.
The elevator dings. 
I step out and take a breath. The goal is simple: sneak in, slide behind my desk, and avoid attracting attention.
Naturally, that doesn’t happen. Heads pop up over partitions. Conversations pause mid-sentence. Someone raises an eyebrow. I give a weak nod and glance over to find Ashley’s glass-enclosed office empty. I nearly melt in relief.
Except, no. She’s not in her office because she’s at my desk.
Perfect.
I scan for anywhere to hide, but the open-plan layout doesn’t leave many options. Not even a measly fern to cower behind. 
Ashley’s piercing eyes lock with mine, and my stomach drops the entire twenty-one floors. I swear She-devil got better looking overnight purely to torment me. 
“So thrilled you could grace us with your presence, Miss Reed,” she says, adjusting the cuff of her champagne-ivory blazer in a way that feels unnecessarily intimidating.
“Sorry, I—uh—got held up.” 
Her eyebrow arches, and I can practically hear everyone holding their breath.
“Hostage situation?” 
Yes. Hostage by heels. 
“Close enough,” I mumble, wobbling in my DIY disaster shoes.
Her gaze drifts down.
“Is there something wrong with your feet?”
“No, um—”
“It looks like you’re walking on burning coals.”
My brain short-circuits. “Bunion ... s. Plural.”
God. Why?
“Actually, that’s a guess,” I add. “Going to see a specialist on my lunch break.” 
I clamp my mouth shut. She’s already holding up a folder, visibly uninterested.
“Contract for Mathers & Co. They’re over in the AON Center. Need a signature by close of business.” Ashley taps her watch. “And please don’t make a habit of being late. Tardiness will not be tolerated.”
Yeah, no kidding.
 “Oh, no,” I say, managing a polite smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
I briefly entertain throwing one of my dead heels at her. I don’t. But I think about it, and it’s comforting.
She turns away with a sigh and glides into her office, the door clicking shut. 
Behind me, someone lets out a barely muffled snort.
Off to a brilliant start.
I cast my eyes around the room and see every single person pretending they weren’t just watching me get verbally filleted by Ashley Morgan. Desks suddenly become fascinating. Screens are stared at with intense focus. Okay. Sure.
I slump into my chair, inhale deeply, and fire up my computer.
A waspish young woman with a white-blonde bob rolls over to my desk in an ergonomic chair. She coasts to a stop, assesses me coolly behind thick-rimmed Lindberg reading glasses, and, without breaking eye contact, extends a closed fist. 
Instinctively, I jerk back because, for a second, I think she’s going to punch me. My survival instincts are having a rough morning. Then I realize—it’s a fist bump.
Right. I’m familiar with basic human interaction.
Recovering, I tap my knuckles against hers.
She grins. “Hi, I’m Roxy. I’m Sarah’s assistant. You know, the other boss.”
“Oh, hey. Yeah, I think you’re supposed to train me?”
“Uh-huh. Sorry I missed you yesterday. I got stuck in a four-hour meeting about yogurt branding. You should be set up with security access, logins, passwords, and all that?”
“Yep. I met Sarah in the lobby on my way in. She’s so ... nice.” I try not to sound too wistful. Still, why couldn’t I have gotten her instead? “I guess I got the grumpy one.”
Roxy giggles. “Yeah, more so lately. Divorce stuff.” She lowers her voice conspiratorially. “Her ex, Quinn, keeps dragging out proceedings. Basically wants every last dime.”
I blink. “I see. Interesting.”  
I knew about Quinn, of course. But the drawn-out messiness? That’s new. Breakups are brutal enough without lawyers, courtrooms, and whatever asset-hoarding nonsense Quinn is pulling.
Well. Perhaps I’ve been too judgmental.
 
◆◆◆
 
I stare at her email, feeling only judgment.
 
Please arrange an almond latte from Bella Fiore at your earliest convenience.
 
I’ve done a quick Google search to confirm my suspicion, and the coffee shop is over four blocks away. Four blocks.
She knows I can’t walk. She saw me limping in from the AON Center five minutes ago after getting that contract signed. This isn’t an oversight. This is a test.
I press my hands to my forehead. There’s no way I can last. No way. Then I picture my sister’s face. 
Subsiding into furious silence, I attack the keyboard with enough ferocity to dislodge keys.
 
Your wish is my command :)
 
“Breathe. Just breathe,” murmurs a voice.
I look up to see Roxy perched on the edge of my desk, eyebrows raised in solidarity.
“She’s got you trekking to Bella Fiore?”
“Yep. It’s so far away.”
“You’re not going anywhere.”
“I’m not?”
“Nope.” Roxy hops down. “I saw you hobbling in. Besides, I need to pick up Sarah’s dry cleaning next door. I’ll grab the latte. When I’m back, I’ll introduce you to the team, and we can start your training. Won’t take long.” She winks.
I grab her hand, more grateful than I can put into words. “You’re an angel.”
Roxy grins. “Seriously though—what happened to your feet?”
“Oh, totally normal morning. Snapped my heel in a hideous sidewalk grate on my way here. The other hit some ice and half-broke. Figured I may as well commit, ripped that one off, too. Got to keep things symmetrical.”
She snorts. “I love a commitment to aesthetics. I also keep an emergency pair of heels in my bottom drawer. Sturdy, reliable, and deeply unsexy, but your feet will thank me. Want to give them a try?” 
I nod eagerly.
“They’re a size nine,” she warns, crouching to retrieve them. “So you might feel like you’re piloting small boats. Nevertheless, they’re comfort heels. Won’t give you bunions.”
I laugh, slapping her shoulder as she hands them over. They’re beige. They’re chunky. They’re aggressively practical. I don’t hesitate. I kick off my sad, battle-scarred shoes and slide into hers.
I take a cautious lap around the desk.
Squeak, squeak.
I freeze mid-stride, slowly pivoting to glance over my shoulder, trying to keep a straight face.
Another squeak.
Oh god.
“Um,” I say at the same time as Roxy mutters, “Bit noisy ...” 
We make eye contact. And we’re gone.
The laughter hits fast and hard, sharp breaths and gasping wheezes, the kind that makes your ribs ache and your mascara run. I’ve forgotten how good it feels. 
Naturally, giggles break out periodically whenever I walk past Roxy, squeaking in my sensible shoes.
In fact, my footwear soon becomes a source of amusement for the entire office, with muffled chuckles following me as I squeak my way to the copier, the break room, the bathroom, and back to my desk.
Maybe this place isn’t all doom and gloom after all. 
Who knows? They might even crack the glacier that is Ashley Morgan.
A girl can dream.
 



CHAPTER FIVE
Ashley
My god. What have I done? 
And why is everyone in the office suddenly smiling? 
Through the blinds, I observe my new hire, Parker Reed, shuffle over to the copier. She’s annihilating yet another cookie, triggering an unwelcome flashback to our shared flight. 
“One time, I stress-ate twenty-four cookies in a single sitting.” 
Well, at least she wasn’t lying about that.
Her disheveled appearance already screamed shitty day, from the way she slumped into the seat beside me to the alcoholic scent clinging to her. Not to mention those warm whiskey eyes, flashing pure hysteria the second turbulence hit.

Yeah, the woman is nuts. No question.
And yet.
Her sister, Rose Reed, has been my executive assistant for two years. By some miracle, she’s a relatively sane presence in my life. Sure, there’s the occasional off-key rendition of pop songs in the bathroom, and she’s a habitual button-pusher, but she’s good at her job. More than good. I trust her implicitly.
Which is probably the only reason I let myself get suckered into hiring Parker.
Frowning, I let the blinds snap shut and return to my desk, where Quinn’s divorce papers glare up at me. 
Quinn. 
Twelve years older. Charismatic. The kind of person who could sell air to a drowning man and make him feel lucky to pay for it.
I joined her boutique creative agency, MoonBird Studios, straight out of college, eager and painfully naive. Within a year, I was her right hand. My trust fund came through, and Quinn had an idea.
“Why don’t you invest in MoonBird?”
Like an idiot with stars in my eyes, I did.
We were married not long after and grew the business together, MoonBird skyrocketing as we turned ourselves into a power couple so shiny it could blind planes. Four years went by, and outwardly, things were golden. But inside, I was miserable as the cracks became canyons. 
Quinn had a wandering eye. The younger, the better. It started with rumors, whispers, and then hotel receipts tucked into coat pockets she never bothered to hide.
Over time, I stopped wondering what I meant to her and started accepting what I was. An investor. A stabilizer. Someone to lean on when her ego wobbled or her image slipped. I wasn’t a partner. I was a backup plan with a well-written checkbook.
When I finally filed, she smiled through it. For about a week. After that came the claws. 
She didn’t care about the business, not really. She sure as hell didn’t care about Penelope, our cat, despite all her performative Instagram posts. What she cared about was control, turning my life into a slow-burn courtroom disaster, where every hearing, every motion, every pointless delay was another way to punish me for leaving first.
This wasn’t about love. It was about winning.
I glance at the latest settlement proposal from her lawyer, numbers that have been weaponized for the past eighteen months. I don’t even care anymore. I want this chapter buried six feet under and forgotten.
I sign the damn thing.
Thankfully, everything didn’t completely fall apart when my marriage disintegrated because, for once, the universe actually stepped in. Like a gift from the gods, my childhood friend Sarah returned home after a stint in London, and we reconnected. She was looking for a job, so I gave her one. She slotted into MoonBird seamlessly, and when I realized I could breathe with her on my team, I made her partner. 
It wasn’t just about the business. It was about having an ally in my corner again, a person I could trust.
A meeting reminder pops up on my screen as I seal the legal documents into an envelope.
Time to move forward.
I type out a quick email. 
 
 
Subject: Client Meeting 11:00 AM
From: Me
To: Parker Reed
 
Parker,
 
Please set up refreshments for the Addison meeting in the boardroom—coffee, water, and cookies (assuming you haven’t finished the last of them).
 
Much obliged,
Ashley
 
 
Ping.
 
 
Subject: What Cookie Crisis?
From: Parker Reed
To: You
 
Copy that. No one’s going hungry on my watch. Snacks already replenished.
—Parker :)
 
 
I snort. She’s utterly unprofessional. And also, surprisingly efficient.
My phone buzzes on my desk.
Grace. 
My baby sister. Twenty-two, fully functional, yet my brain refuses to stop seeing her as the kid in princess pajamas who once needed me to check under the bed for monsters. Some things don’t change. 
I swipe open the message, hoping she’s cooled off since our disagreement.
 
 
GRACE: Sorry for the other day. You don’t suck that much, but if you buy my paintings again, I will personally remove your metaphorical balls with a rusty spork :) ILY, dorkbrain.
 
 
I laugh, softer this time. A truce. Sort of. 
One less thing to worry about today. 
Another notification pops up from Aunt Vee, our Italian neighbor turned guardian, who took us under her wing when everything we knew cracked open and caved in.
Now, every day without fail, she sends a short video of herself taking her heart meds. And let me tell you, training a seventy-nine-year-old firecracker to film herself was an ... experience. There were months of shaky ceiling shots, extreme close-ups of her eyebrow, and one accidental ten-minute documentary about her kitchen backsplash. Eventually, though, she got the hang of it.
Her memory’s been slipping, which is why we struck this deal after she flat-out refused to move in with me. She spent three months in my apartment last spring, recovering from a heart attack and bypass surgery. Declared my home a prison and returned to her townhouse in Evanston as soon as she was steady on her feet. 
No clue why. I’m a delight.
To be fair, she also refused to move in with her actual daughter, Milena, who’s off on assignment in Toronto. That takes some of the sting out of the rejection.
In any case, we seem to have found some middle ground with these daily pill check-ins. 
Feeling moderately calmer after texts from the two most important women in my world, I get back to work.
The calm doesn’t last. The moment I return to the office late in the afternoon, my stomach clenches.
The envelope.
It’s still sitting untouched on Bryan’s desk. A middle finger made of paper.
Where the hell is he? And what happened to the courier I booked? Not trusting my new assistant, I took matters into my own hands. That worked out well.
I snatch up the envelope and stride over to Parker’s desk. She’s not there either because she’s laughing with Sarah next to the elevator. The mind boggles, but Sarah is far nicer than me. 
Sensing my presence, both women look my way. Sarah winks. I give a tight smile.
“If you need anything, just call out,” Sarah says softly to Parker.
Like I said. Far nicer than me.
Parker mumbles a quick “Thanks” and glances nervously my way as Sarah drifts down the hall.
“Done socializing?”
Parker nods and pads over, shoes squeaking. 
Why do they look too big, almost clownish? 
I don’t have time for this shit. 
“Good.” I hold the envelope between two fingers, waving it slightly. “Run this over to McCarthy & Associates. Directly to Jason O’Connell. No stopping. No chatting. No scenic detours. Straight to Jason.”
Parker’s brows twitch into a frown. “McCarthy McCarthy? The law firm?”
“Yes.”
“That’s, like ... in River North.”
I check my watch. Five o’clock is closing in fast. 
“That’s why I said run.”
Her gaze drops to her shoes. 
For the love of—
I shove the envelope into her hands before she can say another word.
“Well, off you go,” I say, turning away.
I can practically feel the heat of her glare through my blazer.
Yeah. She hates me. 
 



CHAPTER SIX
Parker
I hate her.
Sure, hate is a strong word, but Ashley Morgan is seriously testing me, sending me trekking to all corners of town. 
While Roxy’s shoes are technically comfortable, they’re also far too big, which means I’ve spent the past half hour alternating between losing one and tripping in the other. I’ve had to dodge construction zones, puddles that aren’t just water, and tourists who have no idea how to move at a reasonable pace.
By the time I stumble through the glass doors of McCarthy & Associates’ monument to capitalism, I’m sweating and breathless.
I place the envelope on the reception desk.
“Jason O’Connell. From Ashley Morgan. Please.”
A voice behind me, smooth and faintly amused.
“That’s for me?” 
I turn to see a tall, impeccably dressed man stepping out of a side hallway.
“Are you Jason—?”
“O’Connell,” he confirms, closing the space between us in two long strides. “I am.” 
I thrust the envelope at him. “Perfect. Here you go.”
He smirks as he turns it over in his hands. “Ah. So she’s finally come to her senses.”
The tone. The glint in his eye. Whatever this is, it has Ashley’s divorce written all over it.
Not my business.
I give him a tight, neutral smile, pivot away, and do my best impression of someone who has somewhere far better to be. Which, in fairness, I do. It’s called home. I’m tired, my hair is sticking to my neck, and my feet might actually file for emancipation.
I cross the street and descend into the grim purgatory of the Blue Line. It’s the usual chaos—commuters glued to their screens, AirPod zombies, and a guy aggressively beatboxing into his cupped hands.
When the train doors slide open, I squeeze inside, wedged between a sticky pole and an emo kid with a guitar case who will not stop humming Wonderwall under his breath.
I should probably text Ashley. She seemed tense. Well, more tense than usual.
 
Against all odds, your envelope was delivered @ 4:57 p.m. :)
 
At least she'll know it was done. No way she answers.
My phone vibrates in my hand. I glance down. It’s not Ashley. My breath catches.
“Oh my god, my sister’s in labor,” I say aloud.
A sweet elderly woman in a lavender beret gasps and clutches my arm. “Congratulations, dear.” 
At the same time, a guy in a hoodie mutters, “Cool. Can you move out of the way?”
There’s no time to process either reaction. I’m on the wrong train.
My chest tightens as I squeeze past the horde, take the stairs two at a time, cross the street, and tear down to the other platform. I catch the right train just as the sliding panels begin to close, and somehow manage not to lose a shoe or ankle in the process.
I drop onto a seat, heart pounding, trying to align my brain with my body. Somewhere in a hospital, my sister is about to bring a whole new person into the world. 
And I’m about to become an aunt.
Twenty minutes later, I navigate a maze of too-bright hospital corridors, the hum of fluorescent lights overhead blending with the low buzz of voices and the occasional beep of a monitor. 
The sharp scent of disinfectant claws at my nostrils as I weave around doctors in scrubs, nodding half-formed apologies to nurses steering carts, my pace quickening with every turn. When I reach her room, I push the door open and step inside.
Rose is sitting up in bed, pale but calm, hands resting on her belly. She startles slightly when she sees me.
“There you are,” I gasp, hands on my knees. “Are you okay? Do you want me in there with you? I swear I’ll try not to faint or puke when I cut the umbilical—”
“Parker,” she interrupts gently. “Sorry, I didn’t wait for you.”
My thoughts skid to a halt. I blink, confused. “What?” 
Rose nods toward the crib in the corner, where a doll-sized, pink baby lies. An actual baby. I can’t even wrap my head around it. 
“Oh my god,” I breathe, tripping over myself to get there. “You already had him?” 
“He kind of popped out along the way,” she says with a casual shrug.
My eyes go wide. “Popped out? What are you, a Pez dispenser?” 
She groans. “Don’t make it weird. Nothing went wrong, Parker. I’m honestly relieved it didn’t take hours and hours.”
I nod, still distracted, peering down into the crib. I gently push his nose and do a quick digit count because, being my sister’s kid, part of me expects he might be hiding an extra finger or toe. Nope, he’s perfect. 
“Hello,” I whisper, feeling something swell in my chest. He doesn’t reply. Of course not, he’s barely had time to figure out how to breathe. “Wow. You’re sooo eensy-weensy.”
Rose snorts. “Didn’t feel eensy-weensy. My vagina is completely ruined.”
I physically recoil. “Oh god, graphic.”
But I can’t stop looking at him. He’s so small. So delicate. His minuscule lashes fan over flushed cheeks, and his mouth forms a perfect, unconscious pout.
My voice strangles into a laugh. “I kind of want to eat him.” 
Rose sighs. “Maybe you should hold him first?”
My grin nearly splits my face as I carefully scoop him up, already terrified of somehow breaking him, even though humans have been doing this for literal millennia. I press a kiss to the top of his slightly cone-shaped head. 
“Oh, hi,” I murmur, wiping a bit of drool from his chin with the corner of the blanket. “Who’s the cutest little human meatball?”  
I drink him in, cataloging every impossibly tiny feature.
“You’ve got such pretty hair. And eyes,” I go on softly. “You can’t possibly be my sister’s—”
Rose clears her throat. “All right. I think that’s more than enough.”
I giggle, give the baby one last squeeze, and reluctantly lower him into the crib. My arms feel weirdly empty the second he’s gone.
“Fine,” I say, staring like he’s made of moon dust.
Eventually, I turn to my sister, who’s peeking out from behind a wild tangle of hair, matted to her forehead.
“Don’t look at me,” Rose mutters.
I laugh. “What? Where should I look? The wall?” 
“Anywhere but here,” she grumbles, pointing at her face. 
My eyes drift down, and I try not to wince. Her ankles look like overstuffed sausages.
“I know I look like shit.”
I flash a sweet smile. “You’ve looked worse. Remember Vegas?”
Rose glares as I shuffle to the chair next to her bed.
“What is—” Her brow creases. “You’re squeaking.”
Here we go. 
She leans forward, eyes narrowing. “Are you wearing orthopedic shoes? When did you get that stylish?”
“Shut up. They’re Roxy’s.” I fold my arms. “And for the record, they’re very comfortable.”
Rose lets out an unholy snort.
“Anyway, just so you know, you’ve got me working for the daughter of the Antichrist.” 
She chuckles. “Wow. That was quick. Ashley’s not that bad. She’s kind of cool.”
I make a face like I ate something rotten.
“She took us to karaoke last month. It was fun. We were all singing, dancing—”
“Okay. Stop. You’re making it worse.”
Rose sighs and absently rubs her belly. “Look, she’s giving me six weeks of paid maternity leave. Six weeks. That’s basically a miracle in this country. Plus, she only hired you because I asked her. And did you know she took care of her seventy-nine-year-old aunt at home for three months after heart surgery? While running a company and dealing with the whole Quinn mess? Not exactly easy.” 
She exhales a long breath. “So maybe ease up on the Satan comparisons, huh? Ashley needs to trust you. It’s going to take some time.”
“Let me guess. Longer than my six-week contract?”
“Well ...”
Ugh. I’ve got my work cut out for me.
“Whatever. I’ve been applying for jobs anyway,” I mumble. “Something should come through—”
The door swings open, and a very short woman waddles in, carrying a bouquet of flowers so massive it obscures her face. 
“Delivery for Rose?” she wheezes.
Rose perks up immediately. “That’s me. Aren’t they beautiful? I wonder who sent them. Must be a secret admirer.” 
A snort slips out.
She buries her nose in the bouquet, inhaling dramatically, then tugs the card free. 
The delivery woman hauls the vase onto the dresser with a grunt, finally revealing her face. She wipes her hands on a pink apron.
Rose lifts her eyebrows at me, mouthing, Ashley. “To my favorite assistant in the whole wide world. You’re amazing, the best I’ve ever had,” she reads aloud.
I roll my eyes. “It does not say that.”
I lunge for the card, but she whips it away, holding it up high.
“It does,” she insists. “I am beloved. By the Antichrist herself, no less.”
The woman offers an awkward smile. “That’s ... wonderful. Enjoy.”
Rose jabs a thumb in my direction. “This one didn’t bring me anything, and she’s family.” 
I scowl, resisting the urge to snatch the flowers and bonk her on the head with them. When I glance at the door, the woman is gone.
Rose leans against her pillows. “Seriously, Parker, give Ashley a chance. She’s been through a lot of crap the last few years. I know you two will get along.”
I scrunch my face in quiet protest.
“At some point,” she amends, smirking as she flips her messy hair off her face. “And please change your shoes. I have a certain reputation to maintain.” 
I smack her arm. She snickers.
Grinning, I wrap my arms around her neck, resting my forehead lightly on her shoulder. “You know, I’m proud of you—”
“Parker. What are you doing?”
“Jesus, I’m being affectionate.”
“Well ... can you not?”
I pull back, and she adds flatly, “My boobs feel like a pair of bruised peaches.”
That gets me. I snort. Rose starts laughing too.
“Fine,” I say, giving her a condescending head pat, which has her sneering. “So, what are you going to name the baby? I like Ted.”
“Bundy. Absolutely not.”
“What about Ace?”
“Ventura. Hard pass.”
I smirk, determined to crack her. “What about Eli—”
My phone buzzes in my bag. I grab it and glance at the screen. Mom and Dad are FaceTiming.
I swipe to answer, and two very pink faces fill the screen, broadcasting live from their natural habitat. The pool. Since retiring to Florida, they’ve become semi-aquatic.
“Hey, Mom. Dad.”
“Hiiii!” they yell, both immediately craning their necks forward, trying to see if there’s a baby in the room. 
“How’s Rose? Did she have him yet?” Mom shrieks at a pitch usually reserved for fire alarms. 
I wince and lower the volume, panning the camera to Rose.
“Yes. I’m good,” Rose says. “The baby’s good. On the other hand, my vag—” 
I slam the volume down again, but it’s too late. Dad’s sunburned face contorts into the expression of a man who’s seen horrors he cannot unsee.
My sister is the worst. Off-camera, I punch her. She’s doubled over, laughing uncontrollably.
Mom, blissfully unaware of the trauma unfolding on Dad’s end, claps her hands. “Wonderful. Can we see him? Show us the baby!”
I hurry over to the crib.
“Ow, Rod, you stepped on my foot,” Mom snaps.
“I was trying to see, Heather. You’re hogging the phone as usual,” Dad mutters, giving his beard a frustrated tug.

Mom gasps. “Oh my goodness! Look at him—he’s adorable! He has my nose.”
From the bed, Rose snorts.
“Let me see,” Dad barks.
“Rod, your elbow is in my—for crying out—”
The screen lurches. Sky, pool water, Dad’s startled face. And ... splash. The call drops.
I stare at the blank screen. 
“Well, that went well. Glad to see Florida has done wonders for their communication.” 
In truth, my parents have always squabbled. Growing up, they blamed the bickering on the bitter Midwest winters. Then, when Dad retired from the computer repair store. Now, with perpetual sunshine and tiki torches, they’ve simply relocated their arguments outdoors.
“Nine days,” Rose deadpans. 
“Until what?”
“Until Mom flies in to help me.”
“Not that you’re counting,” I tease, though I’m secretly relieved she’ll have help. “Dad must already be packing for his fishing trip with Uncle Damien.”
Rose gives a dry laugh. “I would be. And I don’t fish. I just hope we survive in my apartment without one of us ending up on the evening news.”
“You’ll be fine,” I assure her. “There’s a grandchild—hello. She’ll be too distracted to argue.”
Rose crosses her fingers in the air.
My gaze drifts to the crib. He really, really is a little person. Tiny. I watch as he shoves his whole wrinkly hand into his mouth, wide eyes blinking up at me. Impressive. I smile, and he rewards me with a gummy grin that practically rewires my heart.
A voice yanks me back to reality.
“Can’t wait to get out of here,” Rose says, shifting in the bed.
I turn to her. “How about Lennox?”
She raises an eyebrow. “Is this my baby or yours?” 
Okay, true. Still, this proud aunt isn’t in any rush to leave.
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
Parker
Fueled by the arrival of my nephew and the uncharacteristic calm that followed Ashley’s partial disappearance last week, I walk into Monday not quite optimistic, but somewhere in the vicinity. Maybe prepared.
Prepared for what, exactly, I couldn’t tell you. Even so, I arrive early, setting the tone for the day with the quiet conviction of a woman who has something to prove.
I tilt her blinds to the precise angle that won’t turn her desk into a sun trap. I arrange her pending paperwork in a non-threatening pile, position her favorite Montblanc pen, the one she keeps misplacing, on a fresh notebook. And because I am, frankly, a saint, I swing by Bella Fiore and pick up her signature almond latte.
She strides through the glass doors a few minutes later in a midnight-blue pantsuit and sleek, no-nonsense bun.
“Good morning,” I say brightly, already standing. “Hope you had a lovely weekend. Here’s your coffee.”
Ashley takes it from my hands without making eye contact. “Glad to see you’re on time.” 
Oh, I see. We’re in that kind of mood.
I grit my teeth behind a pleasant smile. “Of course. Couldn’t wait to dive into color-coding the engagement reports.”
It’s a terrible lie, but I’ve sold worse.
She gives me a look that says she doesn’t buy it, yet nods anyway. “If that’s all?” 
I’m halfway through the door when she tacks on, almost as an afterthought, “Congratulations on your nephew. He’s adorable.”
I stop, blinking. Did Ashley Morgan just acknowledge a personal detail of my life?
“Thanks,” I say, glancing over my shoulder. Not that it matters. She’s hunched over her inbox, my presence completely forgotten.
Fine. Whatever. 
Back at my desk, Rose drops a photo in our chat. I click on it and instantly soften. That squished, sleepy little face might be the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.
“Roxy, look.” I roll my chair across the carpet, holding up the screen. “Rose sent a picture of the baby.” 
She leans in, hands clasped at her chest. “Oh my god, he’s perfect.”
“Looks like a hairless cat,” someone mutters behind us.
I spin around in time to catch a flicker of ash-blonde hair sweeping around the corner.
My mouth drops open. “Who the hell was that?” 
And how dare she insult my nephew.
“Clarice. Bitch from IT,” Roxy says flatly. “She hates Rose.”
“She hates everyone,” Marnie from Admin chimes in as she walks by, matcha in one hand, a stack of reports balanced in the other.
I wrinkle my nose. “Clarice? No, she sent me that super friendly ‘Welcome to the team’ email on my first day.”
Roxy lifts an eyebrow. “She didn’t come by to help set up your computer?” 
“No. That was Ben, the IT manager.”
She doesn’t bother to hide her eye roll. “Yeah. Don’t get too misty-eyed. That email? Total copy-paste job. What you saw now? That was the real Clarice.”
Susan, the kind but perpetually frazzled accountant, pauses by my desk, pushing up her sleeves. “She’s also the one who puts up those signs.”
She nods to the wall. I glance around and start noticing them.
Turn off the printer at the mains. 
Update your passwords every month. “Password123” doesn’t count.
“Oh,” I murmur. “There’s one in the break room about microwaving fish.” 
“She’s been branching out,” Susan says with a weary sigh.
“Not only that,” Roxy adds, lowering her voice like Clarice might crawl out of the ceiling. “She’s escalating. I found signs in the bathroom last week. Sarah made me take them down.” 
She reaches into her drawer and pulls out a small stack of laminated cards.
Flush like a decent human being. This isn’t your home.
If you’re using the last of the toilet paper, replace it. You are not a monster.
I clap a hand over my mouth, trying not to laugh. “Oh god. She’s out of control.” 
The urge to click a suspicious link and blame it on her building by the second.
“Wait—” Roxy slides the final card across her desk. “This was taped above the sink mirror.”
Yes, I can see you not washing your hands. Fix it.
I choke. “Please tell me she didn’t install cameras.”
Susan shakes her head gravely. “Wouldn’t put it past her.”
“Ben used to be her assistant. Now he’s her boss,” Roxy explains. “She got passed over for another promotion, so yeah, she’s acting extra demonic lately.”
“Thinks she deserves to be promoted because she’s been here for four years,” Susan mutters walking away.
Roxy fans the signs. “With this kind of behavior?”
I’m still staring at the mirror one. “Why haven’t they fired her?”
“Well,” Roxy says, scrunching her brow, “Sarah was going to, but Ashley told her to hold off. Something about giving Clarice a little grace—she went through a divorce last year.” 
“It’s a mistake,” Susan calls over her shoulder.
I blink. That’s ... not what I expected. 
“Huh.”
So maybe the Iron Maiden has a heart after all. Or at least a flicker of empathy for the embittered, control-hungry souls of the world, those who channel their grief into passive-aggressive workplace signage. 
Roxy sighs. “Apparently, one more strike, and she’s gone.”
Either way, Clarice is officially on my do-not-engage list. I have enough going on. I don’t need anyone else making my job difficult.
 
◆◆◆
 
I’m halfway through a bite of pesto bucatini when my inbox dings with a company-wide email.
 
MOONBIRD MUSKETEERS, ARE YOU READY?!
 
I snort. Against my better judgment, and because Roxy’s subject lines are basically catnip for the professionally unmotivated, I click.
 
Team, time to tie up your indoor soccer laces—it’s game day! At 1:30 PM, we take on our mortal foes, the WEBX WEEVILS, over at the Maxi Center. Let’s go out there and ruin their afternoon!
 
God help me. Why does every workplace devolve into forced sports?
Thankfully, I’m not expected to play. I couldn’t think of anything worse than running around in a polyester jersey, sweating under fluorescent lights, and pretending to care about a ball.
“You ready, Squeaks?” 
I jump, my fork clattering against my plate. Yeah, so the nickname stuck after borrowing Roxy’s practical shoes that one time.
Bryan, the six-foot-something social media manager, towers over my desk in cleats, shin guards, and a black headband that reads: I DON’T NEED GRASS TO BEAT YOUR ASS.
Not subtle.
“Sorry—what?”
He hikes up his socks. “You ready for the game?”
“Me?”
“Yep.”
“As in me me?”
“Yep.”
“No.”
Bryan grins like this is adorable. “It’s mandatory.”
I open my mouth to object when Roxy enters the office. She has a clipboard and a whistle. She’s taking attendance.
“How do I get out of it?” I whisper to Bryan, panic creeping into my voice.
He shrugs, not unkindly. “You don’t. Even the bosses play if they’re around, so it’s non-negotiable. Don’t worry, it’s actually fun, and—”
I don’t hear the rest. My attention has shifted to Clarice, who is calmly swiping something black across her cheekbone. War paint. Actual war paint.
“Fun?” I croak. “Are you joking?”
Bryan folds his arms over his chest. “Dead serious.”
Then Ashley emerges from her office, hair in a perfect braid, channeling another famous Morgan. Not J.P. Morgan. Alex Morgan, from the Women’s National Soccer Team. 
How the fuck does she look hot in shin guards, too? 
Sometimes the world is so unfair.
A duffel bag lands in my lap. I flinch.
“Here, sweetie!” Roxy hollers.
I unzip it cautiously and peer inside. Jersey. Shorts. Shin guards. Socks. Cleats. The full nightmare. God, they’re actually serious. And here I thought Roxy was my friend. Do I at least get hazard pay?
Ashley claps her hands. “Come on. Let’s go, guys!”
I gaze down at my pesto bucatini like it’s the last good thing that’s ever going to happen to me. 
 
◆◆◆
 
Ashley is annoying the ever-loving hell out of me.
To be fair, the whole court is a riot of shouting. Instructions, insults, vague motivational phrases. But all I can hear is her. 
“Run, Parker!” 
“Do something useful, Number Nine!” 
“Reed, don’t stand there like a—”
Like a what, Ashley? A scarecrow? A failure? My jaw tightens. I can feel the heat building behind my eyes, that sharp, itchy kind of frustration that’s not entirely about the game. If I’m being honest, it might be about everything else this year has thrown at me.
The match itself is pure anarchy. Elbows flying, feet tangling, shots fired at imaginary targets. Whatever strategy we had going in disintegrated with the opening whistle. And yet, somehow, we’ve managed to score three goals. Miraculous, really, considering I haven’t touched the ball once and already feel like I’m breathing through a straw.
I swear to god, Rose has a lot to answer for. A simple desk job, she said. Something you could do in your sleep. I certainly didn’t wake up this morning expecting to participate in an unsanctioned contact sport. I am neither mentally nor physically prepared.
And then, naturally, the ball lands at my feet.
A slow, rolling gift. Or another test. This year is big on tests.
“Kick it!” Clarice yells from somewhere behind me.
Oh, I’m going to kick it.
I’m kicking it with every ounce of resentment I’ve stockpiled since January, the ghost of my half-eaten bucatini still sitting on my desk, and the deep, burning need to prove to Ashley that I am, in fact, useful, Number Nine. 
I wind up. I swing. My foot connects.
The ball—a glorious, soaring comet of vengeance—
smacks Ashley Morgan square in the face.
 
◆◆◆
 
She is on the ground. 
Flat on her back. Motionless. 
The court goes quiet, that strange, vacuumed silence where all sound disappears except your own breathing. Mine’s uneven, edged with guilt. My chest tightens. 
I didn’t mean to hit her. Of course I didn’t. I was aiming for open space, whatever that means when your peripheral vision is half-blurred by panic. But my body’s always been a little unreliable when it comes to coordinated movement under pressure. There’s a reason why I was picked second to last in gym class. 
Roxy jogs down the sideline, scanning. “Do we have medics? Anyone know basic first aid?” 
Oh god. I press my teeth into my bottom lip until the sting distracts me from the nausea rising in my throat. 
Beside me, Marnie whispers, “Is she ... okay?”
Clarice edges forward and lightly taps Ashley with the tip of her shoe. 
That’s all it takes.
Ashley jolts upright, squinting under the overhead lights. 
“Fucking hell,” she mutters. “Who did that?” 
Relief floods through me. She’s up, talking. Dazed, probably, but okay. Laughter trickles across the court, thin and awkward. The kind people reach for when something almost goes wrong but doesn’t.
Clarice throws her arms wide. “False alarm! She’s fine. Game on, people!” 
Everyone begins drifting to their positions, eager to reset, as if nothing happened. Which is a great idea in theory. I just wish my feet would cooperate.
Ashley catches my eye, tightens her braid. She doesn’t blink. Doesn’t smile.
Not that I’d expected her to. 
“Hi, um ...” I offer her a hand out of instinct. It feels dumb the moment I do it.
She stands without it, dusts off her jersey, and walks to the far side of the court. 
And I’m left standing there with my hand half-raised, stuck in the space between apology and invisibility.
So much for starting the week with even a shred of optimism.



CHAPTER EIGHT
Ashley
Women give me headaches. Serious, blinding ones.
Right now, my skull feels as though it’s being split open with a rusted crowbar. Okay, admittedly, that might be partially due to Parker’s wildly inaccurate kick. Which, for the record, I’m still not convinced was accidental. I’ve seen toddlers with better aim.
I set the ice pack aside.
Every rational part of me wanted to fire her. Honestly, I was composing the email in my head the entire walk back to the office. Bullet points. Concise. Polite, yet firm. Except then I found my favorite steaming Vietnamese pork roll and go-to latte on my desk. A goddamn peace offering. 
Just like that, my righteous fury shriveled up and died on impact. She feels guilty.
Ping. 
Another message.
 
Subject: Deepest regrets (again)
From: Parker
To: You
 
Apologies. Would you like a massage?
Not from me, obviously—that would be weird. But I can book you one.
 
I exhale sharply.
Ping.
 
Please ignore the last email unless you do want a massage. From a professional.
 
Ping.
 
Actually, ignore that one too. I’m making this worse, aren’t I?
 
Christ.
I pinch the bridge of my nose as if I can squeeze the chaos out of it. 
With a sigh, I fire off a reply. 
 
Subject: STOP.
From: Me
To: Parker
 
Parker, you’re clogging my inbox. 
No more emails.
I have work to do.
 
Send.
My phone vibrates almost immediately.
 
PARKER:  Understood. But let me know if you need anything. This assistant is happy to go the extra mile.
 
I stare at the screen, and damn it if my mouth doesn’t twitch. God help me—I laugh. 
And then I remember the real reason my head’s throbbing.
Quinn.
My ex-wife. 
The original migraine.
Not content with bleeding me dry in court, she’s decided to double down, hell-bent on poaching clients, too. It started small, like most plagues do. A few minor accounts here, a couple of easy-to-miss contracts there. Losses I could squint at and blame on market trends, bad timing, Mercury in retrograde. Take your pick. Eventually, she began going after the big fish. Lucrative contracts that kept our lights on and covered payroll. And now the losses are carving holes in our bottom line.
Quinn’s at the helm of Elemental Media, this gleaming juggernaut with bottomless funding, aggressive strategy, and an apparent willingness to burn obscene amounts of cash simply to bury us. And it’s working. She’s slashing rates, overpromising results, throwing in massive free add-ons, and making offers that would be downright stupid if they weren’t so effective.
“We just lost the Atkins account,” I say, rubbing my temples. 
Across from me, Sarah’s head snaps up. “What?”
I sigh. “Quinn.”
She mutters a string of profanities. “That’s the second big client this month. How the heck is she pulling this off? I thought Atkins was locked down.”
I let out a measured breath, my jaw tight. “She’s offering them deals they can’t refuse. Bigger, flashier campaigns at a price no one sane can match.”
Sarah folds her arms. “Yeah, well, let’s see how long Elemental can afford to hemorrhage money. Their burn rate has to be insane.”
“She doesn’t care,” I say quietly, gazing out at the gray skyline. “She’s playing the long game. Kill the competition. Kill us. Then jack the prices once there’s no one left to push back.”
Sarah groans. “Well, at least we haven’t lost Harry Hendersen.” 
Ah, the Hendersen account. The crown jewel of our portfolio.
Twenty-five percent of our revenue, tied to one twitchy, billionaire client.
Losing Harry would be an absolute disaster. He’s our Achilles’ heel, and Quinn knows it. 
I tap my pen against the desk. “His contract’s up next month. We’ll have to dazzle him at that idiotic retreat, prove we’re still the best offer. Apparently, they’re launching a new skincare product. What’s our plan of attack? You know Quinn’s coming in guns blazing.”
“Listen ...  about that, Ash.” Her tone shifts, and I immediately don’t like it. “I’m not going.”
I snort. “Sarah, please, that’s not funny.”
Only when I glance over, Sarah’s giving me a look that says she’s very much not kidding.
“Kelly’s having a hard time with our newborn, and I—I’d like to finally take that extended leave that I postponed a hundred times.” She pauses. “I’ve put in crazy hours too.”
I stare at her, trying to form words, but she’s right. She’s worked harder than anyone.
Sarah bites her lip. “I know the timing is awful. We were hoping to go to Maui—”
I hold up a hand, cutting her off. “Sarah, you don’t need to explain. Take whatever break you need. You deserve it.”
She exhales in relief. “Thanks.”
I nod very calmly, very maturely, pretending I’m not panicking on the inside. “We’ll figure it out. Who are you thinking of sending in your place?”
Sarah surveys the bullpen, eyes sweeping over the office. “Well, Georgia’s away in Seattle, Mark just started paternity leave, so that leaves ...” She arches a brow, eyes twinkling. “Your assistant.”
I choke on a laugh. “Parker?”
As in, the same Parker who launched a soccer ball at my head?
Who nearly concussed herself trying to retrieve a binder from the top shelf? 
The same Parker who’s been working here for—what—ten minutes?
I stare at Sarah. She cannot be serious.
“Parker’s as green as they come,” I say, shaking my head. “I don’t think she’s even figured out how the coffee machine works.”
“She has a sales background. Years of experience.”
“In an entirely different industry.” I gesture vaguely, as if that alone should be enough to end this conversation. “What about Roxy?”
“Out. She’s finally getting that ankle surgery. It never healed properly after the staircase incident.”
I frown. “Why does everyone in this office have problems with their feet?” 
Sarah squints at me. “Huh?”
“Oh, nothing. Parker was limping last week—” 
I stop mid-sentence.
Parker is making her way across the office, shortbread clenched between her teeth like a cigarette. She trips over absolutely nothing, mutters a curse, and spills an entire file across the carpet. She scrambles to gather the pages, glances up, and sees us watching. Her cheeks flare pink. After a long pause, she lifts her hand in a small, sheepish wave.
Sarah beams back. I very much do not.
“Good god,” I mutter under my breath.
Sarah stifles a laugh. “What? She’s got something. A little pizzazz. Some va-va-voom.” 
I look at her in bewilderment. Are we talking about the same person? 
“Seriously, this industry is full of robots. Too plastic, not enough soul. I want to scream sometimes.”
My eyes go wide. “Tell me how you really feel.”
“Okay, thank you, I will,” Sarah says brightly. “Anyway, think about it. Quinn would lose her mind. You, showing up with an attractive woman by your side, clearly unbothered by her absence? She wants you to look miserable without her. So ... don’t.”
I blink. Surely, I’ve misheard. “By bringing Parker?”
She shrugs. “Why not?”
“You do realize Parker would have to fly, given Harry’s love of the water? She’ll have a full-blown fit. The last time she got on a plane, she practically—” I trail off, dragging a hand down my face.
Sarah snorts a laugh. “What’s the likelihood of that happening again?”
“Higher than you think.”
“Good thing you can be charming.”
I snap my gaze to her. “Since when?”
She grins wider. Of course she does. She lives to test my blood pressure.
I slump in my chair, anticipating the migraine this will cause. “God. I’m going to regret this, aren’t I?”
Sarah stands. “Just keep her busy. Find a way to distract her.”
“You know I’ll have you on speed dial the entire time.”
“Excellent. So that’s a yes.” She throws her hands up in mock celebration, practically skipping over to me. “I love when you’re so agreeable. Really, it’s inspiring. Warms my cold, dead heart.”
I lift both palms, backing away. “Okay, don’t—”
But she's already there, ruffling my hair like she’s twelve years old again.
As much as I pretend to hate it, I find myself laughing.



CHAPTER NINE
Parker
I’m lying on the couch, one foot hooked over the armrest, a mixing bowl of Frosted Flakes precariously balanced on my lap, when the buzzer goes off.
Who’s that? I ask the television.
I crack the door and find Rose standing there, looking so tired her eyeballs might explode. Her hair’s disheveled, the shadows beneath her eyes practically tattooed on, and there’s a squirmy little human in her arms. 
She glances at my dinosaur pajamas, specifically the T-rex doing yoga poses, and sighs. 
“Knew you’d have no grand plans. Thought we could spend a glamorous evening horizontal on the couch binge-watching Selling Sunset.”
 “Hi, Bubba,” I murmur, ignoring her completely. The kid side-eyes me, his head lolling on her shoulder like he’s wasted on milk.
Rose nods at the bowl. “Glad to see you’re sticking to that nutrient-rich diet.”
I pluck a lone flake off my pants and pop it into my mouth.
“How are we related?” she mutters. “And for the record, this is William. Not ‘Bubba.’ Nice and regal, don’t you think? I honestly can’t believe they let me leave with a baby. Handing him over as if I’m qualified.”
“Terrifying, isn’t it?” I say. “They’ll let anyone be a parent. No background check, no training. Meanwhile, I had to pass a written test to operate a Ford Fiesta.”
She lets out an exhausted laugh. “Yep. Easier to get a driver’s license.”
“Oh, and I’m still pissed at you, by the way.”
“Language,” she warns.
“You neglected to mention the job came with mandatory indoor soccer.”
Rose grins, utterly unapologetic. “Must’ve been in the fine print. Anyway, what are you complaining about? You need the cardio. It’s either that or become permanently fused to your couch, eating cereal designed for six-year-olds.”
I stretch out my arms. “Gimme ...”
She sighs and carefully passes William over. “Where’s Erin?”
I shrug. “Who knows.”
William is warm and wriggly, his body making soft, snuffling noises. I rock him gently, gazing down at his sleepy, blinking eyes. 
“Hey, little man,” I whisper. “When you get a bit older, we’ll have all sorts of adventures ... Willy.” 
Rose’s eyes narrow to slits. “Don’t call him Willy.”
Obviously, I ignore her. “I’ll treat you to a hundred Chick-fil-A meals, show you how to give yourself a buzz cut, and join you for a shot of Fireball. Sets your insides on fire, and you won’t even know what day it is—”
“Okay, enough. Hand him over now.” 
She lunges, reclaiming William with an indignant scowl. For someone who supposedly loves me, she looks genuinely offended by my continued existence. 
“I’m starting to rethink this whole ‘aunt’ thing.”
I grin. “Relax. I was only joking.”
She clutches William tighter. “You need some kind of basic training. Or some kind of pamphlet. Maybe both.”
I chuckle, watching as she gently brushes his wispy hair into an adorable comb-over. He snuggles into her chest with a quiet sigh. I study them for a moment, together. Her, exhausted yet fierce, and him, oblivious and trusting.
And for a second, I wish she had someone. Not just me, not a fallback—a person. A partner.
“I can feel you eyeballing me,” she says, without looking up.
“It’s nothing,” I say quickly. 
She lifts her head anyway and fixes me with that laser-sharp stare she’s mastered over the years. 
I exhale. “Sometimes I worry you’re doing this alone. Not that you can’t handle this by yourself—of course you can—”
Her expression softens, ever so slightly. “I’ll be fine. Haven’t met the woman of my dreams yet, that’s all. Doesn’t mean I’m doomed to die alone, surrounded by cats.”
I nod, but the thought lingers. I want more than “fine” for her.
“Whatever happened to Bailey?” I ask. “She seemed great.”
“She was great until she emptied my bank account and left me for a UFC fighter.”
I wince. “Right. Forgot about that.”
“Hard to forget,” she mutters.
“What about Nurse Molly?” I offer. “From the hospital?”
Her eyebrows leap. “The blonde with the giant headlamp who looked like she was mining between my legs?”
I press my lips together, trying not to laugh. “Not a bad start—”
“Would you please—”
“Or,” I cut in, “what about a gentle Pisces? Someone who’s nurturing and sensitive—the perfect balance to your fiery personality.” 
Because yeah, she’s strong. She’s iron-willed, borderline feral when she has to be. But even feral people deserve soft places to land. Someone who’ll hand them a blanket, rub their back when the world feels sharp.
Rose groans. “Or maybe you should shut up. All I need right now is sleep. This baby does not sleep. Also, did you somehow miss the part that my vagina’s destroyed? I have stitches in places stitches should not—”
“Um.” 
A new voice enters the room, and we both turn to see Erin hovering in the doorway, looking mildly traumatized.
“Sorry,” she says. “Am I interrupting something?” 
I grin. “Oh, there she is.”
Rose lifts a limp hand from under William’s head. “Um. Hi, Erin.” 
Pretty sure she’s blushing now, which only makes me giggle. 
“Hi, Rose,” Erin replies, right as a tiny brunette slips out of her room, tosses us a guilt-stamped smile, and stage-whispers, “Call me later.”
She tiptoes across the carpet as if that somehow makes her less noticeable.
We all watch in silence. The door clicks shut. 
Erin turns to me, eyebrows raised. Don’t.
I say nothing. But I definitely smirk.
She claps her hands together. “So this is the new Bubba.”
“William,” Rose corrects.
“Oh, hi, Bubba William.” Erin crouches over him. “Wow, he looks just like you, Rose. He’s ... beautiful.”
I snort, and notice my recently hooked-up roommate has her t-shirt tucked halfway into her bra. Without a word, I reach over and yank it free. 
She startles. “What—oh. Thanks.”
Rose, oblivious, is still fixated on the baby. “I don’t really see it. Guess it’s early days.” Her head swivels left, then right. “Where the heck is his other sock? Oh, great. Shit. See, I’m already failing at motherhood.”
“Rose,” I say. “It’s a sock, not a CPS report.”
“No need to stress. He can have mine.” Erin, ever the fixer, kicks off one of her mismatched socks. 
Did she get dressed in the dark? Actually, probably.
She slides the oversized knit onto William’s tiny foot. It swallows his leg entirely, so she rolls it down until it vaguely resembles a moon boot. 
“There,” she says, satisfied. “Between the three of us, we’ll figure this mom thing out.”
Rose giggles and some tension eases from her shoulders. “So resourceful, Erin. Thank you.”
“Okay, I should go and—”
“—look after William while I take my first bath in days? Wow, Parker, what a generous offer. I accept.”
Before I can say anything, she deposits him into my arms and vanishes down the hall.
I sigh, shifting his weight against my chest.
Guess there are worse ways to spend an evening.
 



CHAPTER TEN
Ashley
I pace the length of my living room, thumbnail pressed hard against my mouth. 
This is going to explode in my face. No doubt about it. There’s no version of reality where Parker willingly gets on another plane.
Which is precisely why I’ve waited until Saturday afternoon to tell her. Strategic procrastination, really. One, I don’t want to give her time to craft an excuse. Two, I’m hoping a weekend mindset might make her marginally less combative. Softer. More pliable. You know, less likely to cause me a fresh headache.
“Let’s get this over with,” I mutter. 
Penelope flicks her ear in pure apathy and starts grooming her paw like I’m not here. Andrew, by contrast, thumps his tail against the floor, sending out hopeful vibrations. A single, optimistic woof. He definitely thinks food is involved.
I sigh and scroll through my contacts until I find her name. Please, let this be painless.
“Ashley?” she answers, already suspicious.
“Parker. Hi,” I say brightly.
“What’s wrong?”
Why does she immediately assume something’s wrong?
Rolling my eyes, I launch into my pre-rehearsed spiel. “Quick update, Parker. Sorry to interrupt your weekend, but there’s been a last-minute cancellation, and—lucky you—you’re officially joining me on the Hendersen retreat. Yes, our biggest account. Think of it as a reward for passing your trial period. We leave Monday. Six days. All expenses paid. Sun, sand, cocktails—”
“What? Where is it?” she cuts in, sharp.
And there it is. I can practically see her doing the logistics, calculating whether this requires a plane.
Desperate to move things along, I add a bewildering lie. “Oh, it’s a mystery trip.” 
God. She’s rubbing off on me. 
Naturally, there’s nothing mysterious about it. We’re flying to the South Pacific. Can you imagine if I let that slip? I squeeze my forehead.
“Huh? What does that mean?” 
I bulldoze ahead. “The Hendersens like to keep things spontaneous. We only find out the day we leave. It’s usually some fancy resort. Think warm, beachy. Last year was SoCal.” 
I can feel her hesitation. A silent, skeptical pause. 
“How are we gett—”
“Oh! Gotta run. I’ll pick you up at eleven, okay?”
Nothing.
I hold my breath. This is the part where she calls bullshit. Where she tells me exactly where I can shove this so-called mystery trip.
“Parker?”
“... Uh-huh.” 
I lower the phone slowly, staring at the screen.
She’s definitely going to kill me. 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Parker
“So,” I say, trying to keep my voice neutral as we step into the terminal, “now that we’re actually at the airport, are you planning to tell me where we’re going? Or should I continue spiraling in silence?” 
I’ve spent the entire weekend mentally preparing for a trip I didn’t sign up for and have no interest in taking. Ashley, meanwhile, has remained infuriatingly tight-lipped. I stared daggers at her profile the whole cab ride, hoping guilt might crack her. It didn’t. She didn’t even blink. Which can only mean one thing: this is going to be bad.
She’s barely looking at me, arguably the biggest red flag of all. Instead, she nudges her suitcase forward, heels clicking against the tiles, posture calm as anything. I follow behind her like someone being marched to an execution they had no hand in scheduling.
Finally, she speaks.
“An island off Fiji.”
I stop in my tracks. 
“I’m sorry—Fiji?” The word scrapes its way out of my mouth, high-pitched and deeply undignified. “As in, not in the States?”
Ashley nods, still walking. “Yes, Parker. A whole different country. And yes, you’re going.”
I stand there, stunned. “Because the last trip went so well?” 
I break into a jog to catch up. 
“Travel was clearly stipulated in your contract.” 
Ah, the contract. The one I definitely didn’t read. In my defense, Rose never mentioned travel. Rose, who knows full well I’ve turned down multiple promotions solely to avoid stepping on a plane.
Hang on. God, she probably did that on purpose.
Which reminds me.
I lunge forward, breath catching. “Okay, wait—I didn’t bring my passport.” 
There. My loophole. My miracle. I can literally feel the relief crawl over my skin. I only have a passport because of that ill-fated family cruise to the Caribbean—the one that got canceled after Mom shattered her ankle ice-skating with Dad. Poor Dad never heard the end of it. Tragic at the time, but maybe not entirely wasted.
I clear my throat, trying to sound appropriately regretful. “That’s that, I guess. You tried. Time to go home.”
Ashley doesn’t break stride. She taps her handbag. “Rose had it delivered last night.”
I blink at her.
Rose ... what?  
A dozen thoughts crowd in at once, none of them kind. I'm going to kill her. Then my sister. Maybe together. Something tasteful. A double funeral with light catering.
Ashley glides ahead, hips swaying with quiet triumph. I, on the other hand, am chasing after her, my suitcase bashing against my calves. I need a way out. I don’t care what it is. I’m not getting on that plane.
“There was nothing about traveling to the other side of the world,” I say slightly breathless. “Me and planes don’t mix. We have an understanding. We avoid each other, and everyone stays alive.”
I scan the crowd, hoping someone might intervene. A benevolent stranger, security—hell, even a minor act of God. But no one so much as glances my way. Everyone’s too busy pretending they don’t see the woman unraveling in Terminal 5.
Ashley speeds up, her heels clicking faster in what I’m sure is pure annoyance. Which is so unfair, considering I’m the victim here.
And then we reach it. The check-in counters. Or, as I now see them, the gates of hell.
The line snakes in every direction. Travelers dragging children, oversized hats, inflatable neck pillows. Above us, no fewer than ten unnecessarily bright screens announce our fate:
FIJI. NADI, FIJI.
My throat goes bone dry as if someone scrubbed the inside of it with sandpaper. I manage to swallow, but it takes effort.
“How many hours is the flight?” I ask, palms pressed together. 
Ashley avoids my eye. “You’re lucky it’s direct. Usually there’s a layover in LA.”
She’s dodging the question. Perfect.
I try to remember what I know about Fiji. It’s somewhere in the South Pacific. There are palm trees. Water. A lot of water. That’s ... mostly it.
“Hold on,” I say slowly. “We’ll be flying over an entire ocean?”
Apparently louder than I thought, since an elderly couple in matching visors turns to stare at me like I’ve burst into song.
And honestly, what I say next doesn’t help my case, though it feels entirely reasonable to me.
“Where exactly are we supposed to crash-land?”
The man shakes his head and pivots his wife away. She doesn’t look back.
Ashley catches my arm, steering me firmly to the side. “Would you please—this way. We’re flying Business Class.”
I grit my teeth. Because I don’t care. First, Business, Coach, strapped to the wing. It’s all the same to me. At this point, I’m a mere mortal who’s worried about becoming fish food. Anyway, Business Class is just for people who want butler service, lie-flat seats, champagne refills at the snap of a finger. 
“... So when you say Business—”
Ashley exhales sharply. “Keep moving.”
Somehow, we make it past TSA without me sobbing or getting flagged as a flight risk. Ashley breezes through security while I fumble with my sneakers and try not to let the agent see the sheen of sweat on my upper lip.
She chatters as we walk, something about her favorite eye gel and how she packed a backup swimsuit, but the words drift past me like someone narrating from another room. 
By the time we reach the lounge, my nerves are shot. I don’t bother making conversation. I bury my face in a discarded newspaper, the business section, of all things. A headline about the global avocado market holds my attention for far longer than it should.
When I get bored of pretending to be informed, I pull out my phone and fire off a text to Erin, a casual yet pointed reminder to feed our freeloading cat in between her endless rotation of Hinge dates. Then a snarkier, less charitable one to Lily.
 
Did you fall into a glacier, or is there another reason you haven’t messaged me since vanishing into the Alps?
 
The moment I hit send, a notification appears from my evil twin.
It’s a photo. Of her and Mom, glowing over crepes at some cute French café in the city. Even baby William looks vaguely pleased, though I suspect it might be gas.
My jaw clenches so tight it clicks. I tap out a reply, each word sharper than the last.
 
Hope you’re enjoying your last meal on planet Earth.
 
A second later, I get a thumbs-up.
Unbelievable.
Soon enough, we head to the gate, following the carpeted path to our sleek pods. I slide into mine and, despite my foul mood, start pressing the buttons, watching in awe as my seat reclines and flattens into a full bed. There's ambient lighting. Secret compartments. Enough technology to make me briefly forget I’m about to hurl myself across an ocean.
Not that I’d admit any of that out loud.
So I keep my surly façade and rifle through the complimentary goodie bag filled with a silk sleep mask, pajamas, and hand cream. I grab the lotion, inspecting the fancy label.
Ashley watches from her pod, amused.
I meet her gaze, level. “This doesn’t change a thing.” 
Then, maintaining eye contact, I unscrew the cap and rub the lotion onto my hands. Because if I’m going down, I might as well be moisturized.
Ashley snorts but, wisely, says nothing. 
Across the aisle, some guy in a navy suit taps a button, and a smooth partition rises between him and his neighbor. My eyes narrow. That will come in very handy.
Before I can locate the same button, a flight attendant appears at my side with a tray of champagne.
“Would you care for a glass, miss?” 
My face brightens. “Right—uh, yes, please.” 
As soon as she’s gone, I jab the button beside me. Up goes the wall between me and Ashley. Finally. A small mercy in a long line of injustices.
I settle back into my seat, slipping slowly. For the first time today, I think maybe this flight won’t be terrible. Maybe, if I stay here behind my glorious wall of solitude and keep the bubbles coming, I’ll make it out of this alive.
A soft whir interrupts the thought.
The wall begins to lower.
And there she is. Grinning.
I stare at her. She stares right back, delighted.
“Hi. Enjoying your champagne?” 
“I suppose,” I reply, glancing at my nearly empty flute. The temptation to hurl it at her rises, but I swallow it down.
“Brought you a snack,” she says, waving a packet of shortbread in front of me, wearing something that resembles a smile. Then ruins any goodwill with her next sentence: “Thought you could eat instead of talking my ear off?” 
I reach for the button again. The wall rises. God, she is so very annoying.
Except it’s too late, the damage is done. The image of the cookies lingers. I know what they taste like. Buttery, delicate, designed to melt on my tongue. The perfect pairing with the champagne fizzing in my glass.
I sit with it. Sip my drink. Pretend to be fine.
I am not fine.
Eventually, inevitably, I give in. I press the button.
Of course she’s waiting, cookies in hand. Smug doesn’t begin to cover it.
I take them a little more roughly than necessary. “Thank you,” I mutter.
She beams, satisfied. “Anytime.”
I slump deeper into my seat, tear the packet open, and take a bite.
Champagne and cookies. 
It’s going to take a lot more of both to survive this flight.
 
◆◆◆
 
Some indeterminate time later, I’m dragged out of unconsciousness by a staticky, disembodied voice.
“Thank you, passengers. We’ll be landing in approximately thirty minutes.”
Passengers. Landing.
Oh, shit.
I’m still inside this metal death tube.
My head jerks upright, disoriented. Why is it so dark? 
Am I ... dead? 
A spike of panic shoots through me, and I start patting down my arms, legs, face—
Then pause.
The sleep mask. 
I tear it off and blink as sunlight floods the cabin. Outside the window, the sky is unnaturally blue, clouds floating by in lazy tufts.
Okay. Not dead. Fantastic.
That’s when my stomach growls, a low, monstrous rumble I quickly muffle with my hand. 
Oh no.
I haven’t eaten. 
There was a whole three-course meal on the menu. Lobster risotto, chocolate soufflé, all the bougie accoutrements. I’d been salivating over it during boarding, and I didn’t touch a single bite. Just inhaled a few cookies and promptly passed out the second I put on the mask.
Turning slightly, I catch sight of the evidence. Drool on my pillow. Crumbs everywhere. The telltale signs of someone who cannot, apparently, be trusted with luxury.
And yet, another part of me is thrilled. I somehow teleported across the globe without having to endure it. I’ve officially hacked air travel. Crossed continents minus the turbulence, the crying babies, the panic every time the engine makes a weird noise. This must be karma rewarding me for being an objectively good person.
I stretch slowly, sinking back into my plush seat. 
From now on, I only fly Business Class.
Because clearly, I’m too far refined for the horrors of coach.
 
◆◆◆
 
“Fuck, it’s hot.” 
Any illusion of refinement shatters the second we step outside. I stumble, the heat hitting me like a wall I didn’t see coming.
Ashley turns, giving me the sort of look you reserve for someone who asks if the Eiffel Tower is in Italy. Which, okay, fair. I’m still wearing my velour tracksuit. 
I fumble with the zipper of my hoodie and yank it off. Even stripped down to a tank top, the air clings to me, heavy and unrelenting. Sweat slides along my spine. Another rogue bead charts a slow path between my breasts, seeking refuge in my bra.
God, gross.
“You should’ve told me we were flying into the actual sun,” I mutter, flapping my shirt to stir up a breeze.
Ashley rolls a chilled water bottle across her forehead. “I told you we were going somewhere warm and beachy. How did that translate to dressing for a polar expedition?”
“Airports and planes are always freezing,” I argue weakly. In my defense, they are.
But she’s too busy scanning the sea of drivers holding signs to listen. “There,” she says, pointing.
A man near the curb holds a sheet of paper in big, blocky letters: ASHLEY MUGGAN.
I glance at it. “That’s not your—”
“Shut up,” she cuts in, already weaving through the crowd. “Hello. Ashley and Parker. Thank you for picking us up.”
Our driver, a towering Fijian man with the happiest smile I’ve ever seen, beams. “Bula! I’m Adi. Welcome to Fiji! Let me grab your bags—this way.” 
He leads us to a waiting van and hoists our luggage into the back. Thankfully, the van is an icebox. The AC blasts so hard it nearly blows my hair off. I slink into my seat, tilting my head toward the nearest vent. 
Conversation is impossible over the roar of the fan, which suits me fine. I wouldn’t have had much to offer anyway. The heat seems to have incinerated whatever personality I arrived with.
As we pull away from the airport, the landscape shifts almost instantly. Palm trees ripple in the breeze. Bougainvillea spills over low stone walls. The ocean glints into view, only to vanish again behind dense jungle.
After a short drive, we reach a sleepy harbour. Adi nods to the dock. “From here, it’s a fifteen-minute boat ride.”
What follows is a salt-sprayed blur of turquoise water, shimmering sun reflections, and me, desperately trying to keep my hair from whipping into my mouth. Eventually, I give up and tie it back.
And then I see it.
Damn.
The resort is straight out of a travel magazine. The kind of place influencers pretend to discover “accidentally” after an exhausting week of not being famous. It sprawls along the shoreline, tucked against mountains so vibrantly green they look digitally enhanced. 
We dock and make our way into an open-air lobby that glows golden in the late afternoon light. Polished hardwood floors, massive wooden beams crisscrossing the ceiling, oversized thatched light fixtures swaying gently overhead. Staff in crisp, collarless white shirts and shorts stand in a row, smiling every time we meet their eyes. They’re holding trays of tropical drinks garnished with flowers and chilled face towels. 
It's surreal. Like walking onto a well-funded movie set.
Check-in is seamless. Soon, Adi is loading us into a golf cart and shouting over his shoulder, “Hold on!”
I barely have time to buckle in before we’re flying down a winding path, catching air over the occasional bump. I’m not sure what the speed limit is here, but we’re definitely breaking it. After a few hairpin turns, we stop in front of a sleek, two-story oceanfront building. 
I reach up to smooth my ponytail and come away with a very large, very dead bug. 
Jesus. 
I flick it off with an appropriate level of horror. Ashley glances over, does a subtle double take, and, ever so casually, checks her own head. 
Yeah. I saw that.
“So, this is your accommodation,” Adi announces, gesturing grandly. “Top-floor suites. Water views. Your luggage is already in your rooms. Ladies, if you’re hungry, we have two amazing restaurants. Harry’s Hideaway and The Honey Pot. Or, if you’d prefer to relax after your long flight, room service is a fantastic option. You were scheduled to have welcome drinks with the Hendersens tonight. Unfortunately, Harry’s feeling under the weather, so that’s been moved to tomorrow. Feel free to enjoy our facilities in the meantime.”
He pats the side of the golf cart. “I’ll leave this with you. For getting around. Who’s the designated driver?” 
I start to lift my hand, but Ashley steps forward.
“Me,” she says crisply. “Thank you.”
I wasn’t exactly dying to be the driver, just hoping to have the option of a quick escape. 
Adi flips her the keys, grinning. “Wonderful. Any other questions?”
Ashley shakes her head and slips him a tip. “Nope, we’re good. Thanks, Adi.”
He winks. “Enjoy your stay.”
Upstairs, I swipe my keycard, push through the door, and instantly lose my breath. 
I have never stayed somewhere this nice. Not even during my very short-lived reign as Saleswoman of the Year at Revtech, when Trudi sent me to a three-star conference hotel in Cleveland to accept my award, complete with polyester sheets and a parking garage view.
This—this is luxury.
The living room boasts a plush linen couch, sun-bleached to the perfect shade of warm sand, facing a low-set driftwood coffee table that could’ve washed up here purely for aesthetic purposes. Beneath it, a woven rug in soft blues and creams shifts gently, echoing the sway of the sea, and in the middle of everything, a single yellow hibiscus blooms in a glass vase.
Beyond that, there’s a full kitchen, a separate bedroom with floor-to-ceiling windows that demand you spend the morning in bed, and a remote control so sleek I wouldn’t be surprised if one wrong button lowered the blinds, dimmed the lights, and launched a rescue boat all at once.
The real showstopper, though, is the view.
I peel off a few plane layers as I cross the teak floor, stripping down to my bra and sweatpants. I slide past the glass wall and step onto the balcony, straight into a postcard.
The sun drips toward the horizon, smearing the sky in pink and tangerine. Below, a crescent of perfect white sand cradles a private bay, the water shifting from crystal-clear cyan to deep, brooding indigo as foamy waves are swept away from the shore. 
I linger there, toes pressed to the edge of the stone floor, and let the day drain out of me. The only sound is the ocean, doing what it’s always done, whether or not I’m here to watch it.
Maybe this won’t be so bad.
Of course, my boss is here, lurking somewhere, so there’s always a chance of disaster. But considering the size of this place, I’m hoping that we won’t be stuck in each other’s pockets. Or breathing the same air.
I take one last look, imprint it in my brain, and walk back inside. Hell, I even do a small dance as I drift through the suite, dragging my fingertips over the embossed wallpaper. I start opening the doors one by one, excited to see what I might find—
Not my boss’s ass, that’s for sure.
And yet, there it is. Front and center.
“Oh my god—Parker!”
Ashley’s voice slices through the room.
Granted, she’s wearing underwear, but her yoga pants are bunched around her ankles, and she’s twisted in a half-squat, her scowl unmistakable.
I freeze. 
“This is your suite,” I say faintly, “and I just opened a connecting door, didn’t I?”
She gestures sharply. “A connecting door that should be locked.” 
Suddenly aware of my own state of undress, I fold my arms across my chest. “Sorry. Thought it was a closet or something.”
She exhales, tugging her pants up in clear irritation. “I was changing into something more island-appropriate,” she mutters.
I nod, mute.
“Parker, do you mind?”
“Right!” I quickly shut the door and immediately press both hands to my face. Then, because I’m deeply mature, I flip her off through the wall.
This calls for tequila. 
I head to the minibar, which is somehow a tiki-themed cart, grab one of the tiny bottles, and let it burn all the way down. Jet lag has me floating three feet outside my own body, everything fuzzy around the edges.
Everything except my boss’s ass. That’s seared into my brain with National Geographic clarity. Observe the elusive, pantsless superior in her natural habitat ...
Ugh. I shake my head hard as if that’ll dislodge the footage. It doesn’t.
Dropping onto the bed, I reach for the room service menu, skimming for anything deep-fried and massive. I don’t know what tamarind chicken is, but I’m ordering it. Thank god welcome drinks have been postponed. I need food, silence, and a psychological reset.
Menu in hand, I lie back across the pristine bedding and close my eyes.
Sleep pulls me under like a rip current.  
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWELVE
Parker
I wake with a start and a strangled gasp. 
One moment, I’m suspended in the soft quiet of sleep. The next, I’m roasting alive.
The sun has poured into the suite, turning the space into a personal greenhouse. Apparently, I passed out without bothering to close the curtains.
“Perfect,” I croak, flinging an arm across my face. My other hand scrapes over the nightstand until it finds the clock. 
7:35 a.m.
I sit up too fast, tangled in a knot of sheets, and feel something stuck to the side of my thigh. I peel it off slowly.
The room service menu.
Fantastic. I didn’t eat. Again.
I toss it aside and shuffle to the bathroom, blinking against the light, and stop short.
Oh, that view. 
Beyond the glass, the ocean glitters under the rising sun. Palm trees lean toward the water, unmoving but somehow restless, and the beach curves wide and pale and empty.
“I’m in Fiji,” I whisper, as if I need a reminder.
Then louder, to the room: “Fiji.”
Which would be a lot more magical if I didn’t immediately walk straight into the dresser. 
“Shit.” I clutch my foot and limp in a slow circle, eyes watering.
By the time I shower and wriggle into a lightweight sundress and gold flip-flops, I feel vaguely functional. I check the itinerary and groan. 
A leisurely nine-hole round of golf. 
God help me.
Somewhere in the universe, the gods of leisure are laughing into their mimosas. I kick off the flip-flops, dig through my suitcase for sneakers, and lace them up. This is supposed to be a bonding experience, I remind myself. Sure, bonding with Ashley sounds as appealing as hugging a porcupine. I just need to get through it.
I’ve missed breakfast, but a few minutes before eight, I’m out the door, chewing on a small Lady Finger banana from the fruit bowl. 
Ashley’s easy enough to spot, perched in the golf cart, checking her watch every ten seconds.
“Good morning,” I say around a mouthful of banana.
“Morning. Get in,” she says without so much as a glance my way. 
Charming. 
She’s going to annoy the fuck out of me. That much is inevitable. Still, I’m here. Might as well make the most of it. Deep breaths, lowered expectations.
I slide in beside her, ignoring whatever snark is rising in my throat.
From behind a cluster of coconut palms, Adi appears, waving both hands. “Bula, girls!”
“Bula, Adi!” I reply brightly. Ashley, who might be allergic to friendliness, offers a nod and a polite smile.
I turn away and focus on the scenery instead. The ocean sparkling beyond the line of palm trees, the salty-sunscreeny breeze, the hum of waves kissing the shore. Everything about this place is designed to lower my blood pressure. 
And it almost works.
Until Ashley glances sideways. “Why are you wearing a dress?” 
I keep my eyes on the path. “Because it’s hot.”
Ashley mutters something under her breath. I don’t catch the words, only the tone. I finish my banana in silence.
She brings the cart to a hard stop near the first hole. “What’s your handicap?”
I blink at her. “Is this twenty questions before my morning coffee, or are we saving some for later?”
“Parker,” she sighs, rubbing the bridge of her nose. “Please do not tell me you lied on your résumé when you listed golf as one of your interests.”
“Oh. I forgot about that.” I squint toward the manicured green. “I may have been going for a well-rounded impression.”
Okay, maybe it was dumb. But there was something appealing about seeming like the kind of person who plays golf on weekends. Calm, capable. Put-together in a vaguely aspirational way. People who play golf, I assume, have their lives figured out.
She throws up her hands. “Why did you even bother with the résumé?!” 
“It’s protocol,” I say, hopping out of the cart.
“For god’s sake. It’s not protocol to lie,” she grumbles, circling around to get her golf bag. “I thought golf  might help us impress the Hendersens—now that I know you’re completely useless—”
I narrow my eyes. “Be very, very careful.”
Ashley sighs, slinging the bag over her shoulder. “Fine. You’re going to have to participate one way or another.” After a moment’s thought, she rolls her lips between her teeth. “Have you at least played mini golf?”
I hold up the banana peel.
She frowns. “What?”
“There’s no trash can.”
Ashley snatches the peel and shoves it into a side pocket of her golf bag. “Well? Mini golf?”
“Once or twice,” I admit, omitting the fact that my skill level peaked around age seven. And it wasn’t a high peak. 
“Good. We’ll have you putting, then. Let’s try to make the best of a bad situation.” Her voice trails off.
I follow her gaze.
Two women are stretching at the tee, decked out in pristine gingham skirts and those clumpy white spiked shoes I’ve never been able to take seriously, Luminary House stitched neatly across their matching polos. The smaller blonde bends forward, palms flat to the grass.
Ashley squares her shoulders. “Hi, Genevieve,” she says, addressing the taller one.
I try not to stare. 
Genevieve is the picture of composed intimidation. Every line of her is deliberate. A sleek brunette chignon, impeccable makeup, posture so perfect it feels genetically inherited. She doesn’t sweat, she radiates.
She glances over, and her smile widens as her gaze lands on me. Specifically, my sundress.
“Ladies,” she says lightly, “you do realize you’re here to play, not to swan around admiring the scenery, right?”
Great. Gingham Mean Girls.
The blonde laughs, still upside down.
Ashley’s jaw tightens. I don’t hear the grinding, but I wouldn’t be surprised if a molar cracked. 
“Of course,” she says evenly.
Genevieve flashes a grin. “Ready to get annihilated?”
She glances behind her. “Inez, get my driver. We’ll let these two amateurs go first.”
Ashley doesn’t rise to the bait. She pulls a club from her bag, stalks to the tee, plants her feet, and hits a clean, soaring shot straight down the fairway.
I clap enthusiastically, reining in the urge to whistle.
“Impressive.” Genevieve slow-claps too, though with significantly less sincerity.
Some four hours later, the “impressive” glow has worn off completely. 
Sweat trickles down my spine, soaking the thin cotton of my dress. 
Ashley and I are squabbling beneath the pitiful shade of a tree, our voices low and clipped. Genevieve and Inez, meanwhile, lounge at the rear of their cart, sipping Seagram’s Escapes and laughing like this is less golf, more garden party.
“She has to hit at least one fairway shot, Ashley,” Genevieve had said earlier, pointing to me with a satisfied gleam in her eye. “Harry’s rules.”
And now here we are. Thigh-deep in jungle grass and thorny underbrush, scouring for my rogue golf ball, which appears to have embarked on its own private tour of Fiji.
Ashley prods a shrub with the end of her club. “It’s bad enough I have to cover your ass every time you putt. Did you really think playing golf in a sundress was a good idea?”
A burst of wind nearly rips the visor from my head. I swat at a bug veering dangerously close to my face. “How the fuck was I supposed to know it’d be gustier than hell?” 
She gives me a flat look. “We’re on an island. And I’ve got a sore back from picking up all your balls. Why are you whacking them like you’re playing baseball?”
Because you’re driving me absolutely insane, I think, but keep that gem to myself. Personal growth and all that.
“I am not your ball boy,” she snaps.
I bat my lashes. “No. You’re my ball girl.” 
Her glare could sear the grass. 
In truth, I was just relieved to finally connect with my nine iron after a humiliating streak of air swings. Was I paying attention to where the ball landed? Absolutely not.
Ashley’s hands go to her hips. “Where is it?”
“How the heck should I know?” I retort, spinning in useless little circles. The landscape is an optical illusion—leaves, twigs, patches of shade, all suspiciously identical. No sign of my cursed golf ball.
“You’re the one who hit it.”
“Well, now I can’t find it.”
Her nostrils flare. 
I wave vaguely at a bush that looks as unpromising as the rest. “Maybe over there,” I suggest.
She gives an exasperated sigh and strides off to investigate.
Which leaves me, briefly, unsupervised.
I dig into my pocket, feel the reassuring weight of a spare ball, and in one swift motion, toss it onto the fairway.
“Found it!” I call.
Ashley turns so fast her ponytail nearly whips her in the face. She stares at the ball, eyes narrowing. “Where did that come from?”
I glance both ways and lower my voice. “Shh. Pocket.”
“You’re cheating.”
“I’m being efficient.”
To be fair, I hadn’t set out to cheat. That wasn’t the plan. But the longer I stood there watching Ashley bushwhack through the underbrush for my latest screw-up, the more I wanted to seem competent. Or, at the very least, not the weak link dragging our so-called team down. It didn’t feel like deceit. In my mind, it was a strategic pivot.
Not that Ashley’s interested in the nuance of my moral spiral. Her eyes sweep the course as if we’re seconds away from being tackled by the golf police. 
“The Hendersens are serious about fair play,” she hisses, stalking back to me. “If they find out, we’ll be disqualified, and we can kiss their account goodbye.” 
“I’m making the best of a bad situation,” I whisper. “Isn’t that what you wanted?”
She inhales sharply, scanning the trees. “I swear, if there are cameras—”
Something metallic glints in the branches overhead. A flash of red. A slow, damning blink.
Oh no.
“Okay,” I say, keeping my voice deliberately calm. “Don’t look up.”
Naturally, she does.
Her gaze lifts. Her eyes widen.
“Parker,” she breathes.
I am, without a doubt, completely and catastrophically screwed.
 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Parker
By mid-afternoon, I decide the best thing I can do for my mental health is to put as much distance as possible between myself and the golf course. And, by extension, Ashley Morgan.
The sun’s still high and unrelenting, so I reapply sunscreen and head for the infinity pool. The water is instant relief, cool silk against overheated skin. I stretch out, half-submerged, eyes squinting into the aggressively blue sky.
My body clock has no idea what time it is, but my stomach doesn’t care. Hunger wins. I wade to the swim-up bar and demolish a burger piled high with every conceivable topping. Cheese melting, juices running over my fingers, the tang of pickles slicing through the smoky char of the patty. A greasy, glorious masterpiece.
I wash it down with a passionfruit mojito that’s more tart than sweet, toes trailing in the water, the view in front of me straight out of a travel blogger’s wet dream. Sun-drenched ocean. Palm trees swaying as if they're getting paid to do it. Everything so tranquil it almost feels staged.
I sigh deeply. Now this, this feels like paradise. And paradise, I decide, calls for a gin and tonic. Might as well lean into it while I can. Drink in hand, I claim an empty lounge chair and smooth out my towel. I’m halfway seated when my peace is shattered.
I don’t see her at first. She’s practically incognito beneath a sun hat the size of a patio umbrella, but then her voice slices through the lazy lull.
“No,” she huffs into the phone. “That won’t work. I want six images, not five. Can we try sticking to the plan, Bryan?”
I freeze, glass hovering in the air.
Oh, for the love of piña coladas.
Rolling my eyes, I gather my belongings and migrate to the other side of the pool, which, conveniently, is also closer to the bar. A win-win. I slide on my sunglasses, flop into a new chair, and pull out my phone, determined to disengage. A flood of messages waits for me.
 
Text from Mom: Your sister is driving me up the wall.
 
Text from Rose: Please tell Mom to stop bossing me around with my baby. I AM WILLIAM’S MOTHER.
 
Text from Dad: Why is the Wi-Fi slow? Is it because your mom downloaded that TikTok thing before she left?
 
Does no one in this family communicate directly? Managing them should qualify as a full-time job with benefits.
Finally, a voicemail from Lily in Austria.
“Hey, so, um, don’t freak out—I broke my collarbone skiing off-piste. It’s fine, though. My nurse, Ingrid, is really hot. Anyway, love you more than Kinder Eggs. Call me!”
Classic Lily. I snort. Such a shameless suck-up. It’s annoying how well it works.
I swap my phone for my true crime book, ready to disappear into a world where people have actual problems. 
Unfortunately, I’m me. Like an idiot checking for a spider they know they shouldn’t have looked at in the first place, I glance up over the pages, searching for Ashley.
I tell myself it’s morbid curiosity. A healthy exercise in cataloging all the ways she manages to infect my otherwise pleasant afternoon. Except, of course, it’s not. It’s something much worse.
Because despite the fact that she pisses me off on a near-daily basis, it’s her body that’s currently doing the real damage.
It’s impossible to ignore. The way her dark waves tumble against her shoulders, the confident curve of her waist, the long, infuriating line of her legs. Seeing your maddeningly hot boss in a deep jade halter bikini is one of those things you can’t unsee, no matter how much you try to bleach the image from your brain. 
I take a slow sip of my drink, but the sharp bite of lime and juniper does nothing to temper the heat creeping up my neck. Nothing to stop my gaze from flicking back to her. I press the chilled glass to my throat, silently begging for some kind of neurological reboot.
Still there. Still sizzling behind my eyelids.
Goddammit.
I shove off the lounge chair and dive headfirst into the pool, cutting through the water with the desperate precision of someone trying to swim away from their thoughts. When I eventually surface, breathless, I drag myself to one side and stare out at the ocean. Blue on blue on deeper blue. A catamaran floats near the rim of the sky. A breeze lifts the hair off my damp cheeks. 
It’s ridiculously perfect. Exactly the kind of view that should make a person forget everything.
It doesn’t.
After a while, I admit defeat and retreat to my room, curling under the sweet hum of industrial-strength air conditioning. A nap helps too. And by the time I show up for the welcome drinks, the overwhelming urge to throttle my boss has mostly subsided. 
Ashley’s already there, sipping champagne, looking obscenely perfect in an ivory slip dress. Strappy, slinky, clinging to bronzed limbs and ending criminally high on her thighs. Her legs should be illegal. Honestly, the whole thing should be illegal. 
Across the room, I’m peeling my mint-green wrap dress off my body, trying not to flash anyone as the humidity does its best to suction it back on.
I take a breath and head her way.
Her gaze skims over me, unreadable. “Parker.”
My pulse does something stupid again. This is getting annoying. “Hey.”
While I can’t guarantee she’s no longer fantasizing about launching me into the South Pacific with a trebuchet, the fact that she’s speaking to me feels like progress.
We’re gathered inside a glass-walled pavilion perched at what genuinely seems to be the edge of the world, and jaw-dropping doesn’t even begin to cover it. Overhead, carved ceiling fans stir the salt-thick air. Beyond the railing, waves glitter under the late afternoon light, horizon slicing wide and endless. 
It’s impossible to look away. Every blink feels as if I’ve wasted a second of something I’ll never get enough of.
Unfortunately, the universe has no respect for poetic moments, because my phone buzzes against my ribcage. I pull it from my bag, eyes catching on an unfamiliar number.
“Sorry,” I mutter. “I’ve got to take this.” 
I slip through the crowd, threading through ferns and glossy potted pandanus, and step out onto the terrace. The wind is warmer here, brighter. I lift the phone to my ear.
“Hello?”
“Hi, I’m calling for Parker Reed?”
“This is Parker.”
“This is Georgia Vine, Human Resources at IronShield Systems. How are you today?”
My heart stumbles, then takes off in a sprint, flipping through the mental Rolodex of interviews I’ve endured over the past month. Most were cookie-cutter, soul-sucking tech sales roles. But IronShield stood out. AI cybersecurity. It had sounded different. Interesting, even.
“I’m great, thank you!” Only a minor lie.
“Wonderful. I’m calling because, after reviewing your application, Mr. Miller would like to offer you the Sales Lead position. Are you still interested?” 
“Yes! Absolutely.” 
A new job. A real one. A chance to scrape my way back to something resembling normal life.
“Fantastic. Can you start this week?”
“... Start?”
“Yes, the sooner, the better.”
My brain blanks out. This week? Did she not hear the Fijian waves crashing behind me?
“Right. Um. Soon. Maybe not now soon. More like ... three-and-a-bit-weeks-from-now soon?” 
Teleportation. That’s the only solution. I’d start tomorrow if I could, if I weren’t currently tangled in this island contract and, god help me, this weird, unearned sense of loyalty to Ashley. Never mind her deception in getting me here. Or the trauma of our shared golf experience.
“Family situation,” I say quickly. “Someone’s ... sick. Possibly contagious? I mean—not me. Clearly.”
“Fine, Parker,” Georgia sighs, cutting through my lying babble. “I’ll put you down for a start date of Monday, April second. Does that work?”
“Yes! Perfect. Can’t wait.”
Except the second I say it, something lurches sideways in me. Not panic, exactly. More like doubt wearing a really convincing smile. This is a good thing. A great thing. I landed a job. My life is finally turning around. This is what I wanted. Right?

“Excellent. Expect your offer letter and paperwork within twenty-four hours. A digital signature will do. Welcome aboard, Parker.”
I wander back into the pavilion, still riding the high of employability, when Ashley spots me and narrows her eyes.
“Thought you went to the airport.”
I roll mine. “Obviously not.” 
She squints harder. “Wait. What’s going on? You’re ... smiling.”
“I got a job.”
“Just now?”
“I interviewed weeks ago.”
To my absolute shock, she doesn’t unleash some sarcastic retort. Only a nod and—“That’s great, Parker. Congrats.”
Huh? I blink at her. Is she ... being sincere? Where’s the biting commentary? I don’t know what to do with this version of her. Nice Ashley is uncharted territory. Big Mouth Ashley, I can handle.
My train of thought abruptly derails as the sharp clink of metal on glass cuts through the air.
I pivot to see a stocky man in beige linen holding court at the center of the room. His dyed-black hair is slicked flat to his scalp, his bushy eyebrows could double as woodland creatures, and perhaps most egregious of all, he’s wearing Velcro-strap sandals with the confidence of someone who has never been told no.
He raises his glass. “Bula, everyone!” he booms.
Ashley leans in, her breath brushing my ear. “That’s Harry.”
 I nod. Oh, he’s so not fifty-five like his bio so optimistically claimed.
“Bula!” we chorus, lifting our drinks in forced unison.
Harry spreads his arms wide. “It’s such a thrill to host you at our private paradise, Mystery Island. We know you’ve flown a long way to join us—but it’s worth it, don’t you think?”
I keep my mouth shut. No need to start strong with sarcasm this early in the trip.
“Here, you’ll get an exclusive preview of my wife Honey’s latest creation.” He gestures to the radiant woman standing beside him, her smile as polished as her flawless skin. She’s got that kind of glow that suggests she either spends eight hours a day with a professional airbrush artist, or bathes nightly in one of Harry’s miracle creams. Possibly both. 
“Introducing Isla Glow,” he says, holding up a chic pink tub with a gold lid and palm fronds splashed across the label. “A game-changing elixir, crafted from rare botanicals grown right here on this very island.”
Then, with a dazzling flash of teeth: “And of course, you’ll also be pitching to represent the Hendersen account. But more than anything—we want you to let loose and have fun!”
Cue a wave of polite applause, though I don’t miss Ashley’s snort or the muttered, “God help us,” into her champagne. 
Harry launches into a brief history of the island. A hundred and fifty permanent inhabitants, tripling in population when guests are here. No traffic lights, no road signs. Just golf carts and winding sandy paths designed to make you forget civilization entirely.
“And now,” he adds, grinning wide, “let’s get the party started with a shot of traditional Fijian kava.”
A waiter circles with a tray of tiny cups filled with what looks disturbingly like murky pond water. We each take one. Peer pressure, after all, is alive and thriving.
“A little something to get those competitive juices flowing. Cheers!” Harry raises his own.
We throw it back.
“Seriously,” I cough, clutching my throat. “What even is that?”
Ashley winces. “Tastes like someone strained dishwater through a tree.” 
I blink away the foul taste. “Uh-huh.”
“Another, ladies?” the waiter asks, extending his tray.
We smile through the pain and shake our heads firmly. God, no. Never again. 
“Why is my tongue going numb?” I whisper. Ashley is still grimacing, swiping at her mouth.
Ah, that mouth ...
It’s making me think things I really should not be thinking. The curve of her lip. The way she’s biting back another grimace, teeth catching the edge—
Nope. Not going there. We’re blaming the kava. That’s the story, and I’m sticking to it.
Harry’s voice breaks through again. “While rest and relaxation are absolutely on the menu during your stay, Honey’s also lined up a handful of fun team activities that you’ll be rotating through the next few days. Not a competition—”
“It so is,” Ashley murmurs without moving her lips.
“—but she’ll be keeping an eye on proceedings, to see how engaged you all are. We want passion!” He punctuates it with a fist pump. “Oh, and don’t forget to use #IslaGlow and #MysteryIsland on your social media posts! So, have a fabulous stay—we’ll be mingling with each of you soon!”
Another round of trepid applause. As it dies down, Ashley pulls out her phone, angling it in front of us. “Smile and say kava!” 
She’s grinning so broadly I can’t help laugh.
“Kava!” I choke out between giggles as she snaps a photo and immediately posts it to Instagram.
Then something occurs to me. I glance around, scanning the smiling, curated crowd. Breezy linen dresses, effortless waves, skin so dewy it could be a lighting effect. 
“Hey. Is it just me, or is this event ... exclusively female?”
Ashley barely looks up from her phone. “The Hendersens only work with female account managers. Apparently a male-led campaign nearly tanked their business a few years ago. They feel as though women understand their beauty products better.” 
Definitely not me. I almost snort. I wouldn’t know hyaluronic acid from a hole in the ground. My entire skincare regimen consists of the same bottle of Oil of Olay Total Effects my mom has gifted my sister and me every Christmas since we turned twenty-one. “It’s never too early for preventative care,” she always says with a sage nod.
Luckily, the trauma of the kava fades once trays of dangerously drinkable cocktails and bite-sized canapés begin making their way around. The mood shifts. Shoulders relax, voices rise, people start acting like they genuinely want to be here.
Ashley spears a palusami parcel—stuffed with coconut cream and caramelized onions, if I’m hearing the murmurs correctly. She takes a bite, closes her eyes briefly, and lets out a sound that should probably be reserved for private settings.
“Mmm, okay,” she says, reaching for another. “You need to try this.”
Oh, I will. But right now, I’m having an emotional affair with a rourou patty, some kind of crispy fritter made from taro leaves and cassava flour. It’s hot, crunchy, slightly smoky, and I’m not ready to move on yet.
Still no sign of Ashley’s ex, Quinn. A small mercy. One less emotional landmine to sidestep.
I eat. I drink. I make nice. And fine, I might even be having a decent time. Turns out Ashley’s easier company than I expected. Disarmingly so. With her nearby, I feel lighter than I have in weeks. Less like someone’s awkward plus-one, more like someone who actually belongs here.
That is, until Harry ambles over, his incandescent wife tucked under his arm.
“Hi, Harry. Honey. Lovely to see you both again.” Ashley greets them with a smile so bright it could guide ships to shore. “Thank you for inviting us. This is my assistant, Parker.”
“Pleasure!” Harry pumps my hand enthusiastically. “Parker, isn’t my wife a dead ringer for Gisele Bündchen?”
Gis—? 
My gaze flies to Ashley. Her mouth twitches. 
Oh, shit. The kissing-a-hole-in-my-Gisele-Bündchen-poster thing. I did say that on the plane.
“God, no,” I blurt, as my brain, in a stunning betrayal, tries to shut itself off.
Silence.
Harry blinks. Honey blinks. 
“... No?” Harry repeats, like I’ve just declared the sky is orange.
I scramble. “I mean, your wife is so much prettier than Gisele Bündchen.”
A pause. Then—
“Ha-ha!” They laugh in that vaguely patronizing, oh-you-silly-little-thing kind of way.
I ha-ha back, overcompensating. Probably sound mildly unwell, but at least I’m committed.
Ashley watches me, eyes alight with either genuine amusement or secondhand shame. Hard to tell.
Oh god.
“Well, we’re so glad you could both make it,” Harry says, mercifully moving us along.
“Gorgeous place,” Ashley replies, her gaze drifting out to the ocean. “You feeling better?”
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Harry sighs. “Had a touch of sunstroke. One of the downsides of living in paradise,” he guffaws, teeth gleaming in the sunset. “Hope you’re ready to fight tooth and nail for this account.”
Honey sets aside her glass. “We’re looking for real commitment. Not the usual pitch deck and recycled buzzwords. We want a team that understands who we are. If we’re putting our brand out there, we want it to feel like us, not some version filtered through ten focus groups.”
“Exactly,” Harry echoes with a solemn nod.
I swear, I don’t know Ashley all that well, but I can practically hear the eye roll she’s restraining.
“Come on,” Ashley says, smile undimmed. “You know we’ve been delivering. Sales are at an all-time high for your Nativity product line. Are you sure you want to take such a big gamble on someone new? No one does creatives like we do.”
Harry lets out a laugh so thunderous, heads turn. “True! We need to keep you on your toes though. Otherwise, people get complacent, sit on their asses. We want fresh energy. Big ideas—”
Someone across the terrace flags Harry down, and he’s instantly distracted. 
“Sorry, ladies! We’ve got to make the rounds. We’re counting on you to bring your A-game.” He throws in an exaggerated wink.
Honey steps forward. “And don’t forget to try my amazing elixir. The final batch is almost ready—I’ll have samples sent straight to your rooms. Can’t wait to hear what you think. Only positive feedback, okay?” She gives a polished laugh.
Harry’s smile tightens by a fraction, and I catch the flicker of long-suffering patience in his eyes. 
“They run the business together,” Ashley murmurs as soon as they’re out of earshot. “Harry drives the product side. Honey handles the books. Looks like Honey wants to get more involved.”
“I see.”
Yep. Time for another drink.
A passing waiter appears with a tray of cocktails. That’ll do. I extend a hand and swipe a glass.
“Ashley, darling. What a surprise,” says a voice so smooth it could iron silk. “Isn’t it lovely to finally be done with it all?”
I turn too quickly, my cocktail sloshing dangerously close to the rim.
Quinn. 
It was only a matter of time.
She’s standing by the champagne fountain like she owns it, copper-red curls cascading over one bare shoulder, cheekbones sharp enough to maim. She could pass for Heidi Klum’s fiery twin sister, except there’s a gleam in her eyes. A hard, calculating edge that makes her far scarier.
Ashley’s jaw tenses. Hardly noticeable unless you’ve spent the past week decoding her microexpressions, as I apparently have.
Rumor has it Quinn took her for everything in the settlement, and suddenly, I feel a low, simmering pulse of anger on Ashley’s behalf. Of course, because the universe is a twisted little shit with a flair for drama, something else slices through the air—sharper, somehow more personal.
“Parks? Is that you?”
I freeze, every hair on the back of my neck standing up. No. It can’t be. But as I turn slowly, there’s Yasmin, my own ex, in a micro-mini dress, looking unexpectedly thrilled to see me. 
“Uh, hi,” I stutter as she swoops in, aiming for my cheek. My body contorts into an awkward angle, trying to dodge her way-too-friendly embrace. Yasmin latches on anyway. 
Sure, I knew she did freelance design work for media companies to support her very serious artist life. Still, what the fuck is she doing in Fiji?!
Then I catch it. The wink she throws Quinn’s way. A flash of something shared. Wait. Quinn’s untamed red hair ... Quinn’s the woman who was—oh. Oh. 
I look Quinn dead in the eye. “Now I remember where I’ve seen you. You look different with clothes on.”
She doesn’t blink. “Don’t we all.”
Ashley’s gaze slides between us. “You two know each other?”
“Well,” Quinn drawls, jerking her chin toward me like my name might physically burn her tongue, “how exactly do you know ...?”
“Parker’s my assistant,” Ashley says.
“Girlfriend,” I blurt, just as she finishes.
Yasmin’s smile twitches, falters. I latch onto Ashley’s hand, my palm clammy with panic. She barely suppresses a wince.
“Ashley, this is Yasmin,” I say, gesturing with a smile that’s all teeth. “My ex.” 
Ashley looks from Quinn to Yasmin to me. I see the moment she puts the pieces together. 
“Ah, yes. Hello. You dabble in art, don’t you?”
It’s so casually dismissive, I could hug her.
Yasmin bristles. “Dabble? I’m an artist. As in, people collect my work. I actually had a showing last month—huge turnout.” 
I resist the eye roll clawing at the edge of my brain. If I had a dollar for every “showing” she’s bragged about, I wouldn’t need that new job.
Ashley tilts her head. “And your surname?” 
I cut in. “Ashley’s quite the art collector.” 
Ashley throws me a quick glance, one brow ticking up in subtle rebuke. Right, okay. Maybe two abstract canvases in her office don’t exactly qualify her for Sotheby’s elite.
Yasmin’s face lights up. “Trudeau. Yasmin Trudeau.”
Ashley taps her chin, feigning polite consideration. “Trudeau. Hmm. Nope. Can’t say I’ve heard of you. But maybe one day. Keep at it.”
I struggle to suppress a snort as Yasmin’s smile strains at the seams.
Quinn redirects her attention, zeroing in on Ashley. “I didn’t know you were in a relationship.”
Oh, I see where this is going. 
I clear my throat. “Well, Quinn, as you would know—working together so closely, day in and day out, in such tight quarters. Hours blending into nights—then bam!” My voice pitches higher, startling everyone, including myself. “Twin flames always have the same hiding place.” 
I turn to Ashley. “Right, Ash?”
“I could never let you go now, sweetheart.” Her hand settles on the small of my back, warm and steady, and I nearly jump at the contact. “I don’t think I’ve told you how stunning you look tonight.”
My laugh comes out uneven, nervous. I’m burning alive under my own skin. I thought she was going to strangle me under the canapé table, not double down. Or maybe this is the prelude to murder.
“No, you haven’t,” I manage. “I’m enjoying it ... babe.”
Across from us, Quinn and Yasmin share identical expressions of disbelief, their heads swiveling between us like spectators at a very slow tennis match.
“Fascinating,” one of them mutters.
Funny how your exes find you infinitely more appealing once they think you’ve moved on. 
But as the air thickens with silent challenges and sharp-edged smiles, the only thing I seem to care about is what Ashley thinks—the Ashley who’s standing beside me, hand still on my lower back, her face so unreadable it should have its own national security clearance.
Oh no. 
What the hell have I done? 
 
◆◆◆
 
Predictably, I sprint to the nearest bathroom the second Quinn and Yasmin depart. 
Once inside, I barricade myself in a stall, plop down on the toilet lid, and brace my elbows on my knees. Deep breaths. Decompress. Don’t cry. 
And yes, I’m frantically typing out an emergency text. Because clearly, this is just a thing I do.
 
ME:  SOS. Need you Erin.
 
ERIN:  What’s going on? You okay?
 
ME:  Not interrupting an orgasm or anything, am I?
 
ERIN:  Would I be texting?!
 
Of course. Duh. I’m not thinking straight. My thumbs are moving independently of my brain.
 
ME:  Good point. Right so ... Yasmin is here at the retreat. And I might’ve told her that dating my boss. 
 
Three dots appear. Vanish. Reappear. Disappear again. 
I stare at the screen, not breathing. 
 
ME:  Erin? Hello??
 
When the reply comes, I almost yeet my phone into space.
 
ERIN: WHAT the fuck are you doing?  (This is Rose. Erin went to get snacks.) STOP LYING.
 
Oh, hell. Not Rose.
 
ME: I panicked, okay? This is, like, a fight-or-flight-level crisis. (Please put Erin back on!)
 
ERIN/ROSE: No. I’ll be reading all her messages. If Ashley fires your lying ass, do not come home!
 
I let out a strangled groan and clutch my phone so hard I’m surprised it doesn’t shatter. I stuff it deep into my bag.
My head drops into my palms. What now? 
I can’t hide in this bathroom forever.
... Can I?
 
◆◆◆
 
One hour later.
Still perched on the closed toilet lid, legs tingling with the early signs of cramping. I’ve memorized every scuff and suspicious speck on the floor tile. I’ve considered the statistical likelihood of contracting a rare disease from prolonged bathroom exposure.
And then—
“Parker, are you in here?”
My stomach flips so hard I’m genuinely on the verge of throwing up. 
Ashley. Shit.
I scrunch my face tight, every muscle tensing. Do I answer? Pretend I’m not here? Lift my feet so she can’t see them under the stall? But what if she waits me out?
“Parker?” Softer this time.
“Sorry!” I squeak. “Upset stomach. Must’ve been ... the Fijian kokoda.” 
Wow. Real convincing. I roll my eyes at my own pathetic excuse. 
“The ceviche in lettuce cups?” Her tone sounds dubious. A tiny sigh. “Parker, please. You don’t have to hide.”
I sit frozen for one more beat, gnawing on my bottom lip. God, I need to face the music at some point. Resigned, I grab my bag, shuffle to my feet, and flush the toilet to maintain my cover. 
Walking out, I keep my eyes trained on the sink as I wash my hands, hyper-aware of Ashley’s gaze boring into me.
“Are you okay?” she asks gently.
I yank a few paper towels from the dispenser and dry off. “I ... don’t know. Are you mad?”
“No.” Ashley rubs two fingers over her forehead like she’s warding off another migraine. “But can we get out of here? It smells awful.”
My head snaps up. “It wasn’t me.”
A half-snort escapes her. “I figured, Parker. Come on.”
We step outside, greeted by warm night air and the low, endless sound of the ocean. The salty breeze hits me, a divine reset in atmospheric form, and I drag in a deep breath.
As we meander along the path, Ashley glances over. “I can imagine running into your ex was a lot,” she begins carefully.
“Yeah. What are the odds, right? On the other side of the planet? It’s so ridiculous it feels scripted.” I give a humorless laugh. “She was supposed to be gone. Out of sight, out of mind. And obviously, when I saw her next to Quinn, red hair and everything ...”
Ashley navigates a small embankment. She turns, hand outstretched.
I take it without thinking. Her fingers are steady, grounding. 
“Thanks,” I mumble, the word sticking slightly in my throat.
Halfway down, she stops. “How’d you know it was my ex, Quinn? I don’t remember her introducing herself.”
I toe off my shoes and curl my feet into the cool, powdery sand. The tide is creeping in, water swirling white under the moon. 
“Quinn was on the cover of The Ad Lab,” I admit, eyes on the surf. “Rose gave me ‘reading material’ for the trip, along with a very thorough debrief. I read that whole magazine front to back, back to front, during that never-ending delay before takeoff. Could probably recite the table of contents from memory.”
Ashley lifts an eyebrow.
“What?” I throw my hands wide. “You had no idea I was anxious?”
Her mouth quirks. “Anxious? You? No, you hide it so well.”
I laugh. 
We share a smile and fall into easy silence, waves frothing softly as they lap against the shore.
Eventually, I exhale. “Hey, thanks for tonight. I thought you were going to kill me in there.”
Ashley tilts her head, considering. “It crossed my mind. But then it clicked about your ex, and she was standing there being all smug. Also, we’ve held hands before, so really, it was a trip down memory lane. Probably equally as traumatic. I still can’t feel my pinky from the first time.”
I roll my eyes. “Can you blame me? That flight was horrible.”
“It was a bit bumpy.”
“Bumpy?” I practically wheeze. “We nearly fell from the sky.”
“Almost technically impossible.”
I squint at her.
“I take flying lessons in my spare time.”
Another look from me.
“What? Hardly a jumbo. Just a single-engine Cessna 172 Skyhawk.”
“I blacked out at ‘single engine.’”
Ashley throws her head back, laughing, and I feel it land in my chest. It’s light and real and has that easy, unfiltered quality that makes you want to tell her every secret you’ve ever had. 
“If all goes to plan, I’ll be a certified pilot in a few months.”
I smile. “Of course, you will. Now I remember. ‘I love the feeling of power surging ... feeling free,’” I say, doing my best impression of her from our flight.
Ashley grins. “What? Everyone needs hobbies.” And with that trademark sharpness of hers, she pivots. “So. Yasmin.”
I groan. “God, okay. Don’t say what a moron she is.”
“Oh, no. She’s so pretty. And so nice.”
“Ashley—”
I punch her arm, and we both break into laughter.
“Your ex is scary,” I mutter, kicking at the sand. “Like some fire-breathing dragon, but, you know, in Ferragamo heels.”
Ashley smirks. “Mmm. She has her moments.”
“You’re not ... I don’t know, jealous? Wondering what could’ve been?”
She gives me a strange look, and for a second, my stomach does that annoying little flip again. The kind that hits when you realize you’ve asked something too intimate without meaning to. 
“No. Definitely not. I’ve moved on. Truthfully? I think they’re well-suited for each other.”
The casual honesty in her voice makes me laugh.
Ashley shrugs, brushing a hand through her hair. “I’ve had two years to mull it over.” She glances at me sideways. “I suspect you’re not quite at the same stage.”
“I suck at relationships. Every time I fall for someone, I convince myself they’re amazing, and then they turn out to be as crap as the rest of them. I guess I’m angry that I wasted time on the wrong person.”
“So waste time on the right person.”
She breezes ahead while I stay rooted to the sand, blinking.
I jog to catch up. “According to office gossip, you haven’t had a real relationship since Quinn.”
“Probably not. Nothing serious, anyway. Plus, I live with a particularly hostile female that doesn’t like to share.”
“Oh,” I say, weirdly. Am I disappointed she has a roommate?
Ashley pauses, amusement tugging at her mouth. “She has four legs, is ridiculously hairy, and has a tendency to launch at any new female companions the second they step inside. Two have needed stitches. She’s a—”
“Cat?” I guess.
“Uh-huh. Oh—the photo in my office.”
I nod, remembering the slightly blurry picture of a grumpy-looking tortoiseshell sprawled across a keyboard.
“Penelope’s obsessed with sitting on my laptop. Her personal throne. Very inconvenient, but ...” Ashley smiles warmly. “She wasn’t always so demanding. Only after Quinn and I separated.”
“Sounds like she’s claiming her territory.”
“Hmm, maybe.” She squints out at the water. “For some reason, I thought it was a good idea to add Andrew, a three-year-old, highly active spaniel, to the mix. I’ve always wanted a dog. Do you like dogs?”
“Of course. Who doesn’t like dogs?”
“My ex, for one. Penelope was, believe it or not, her cat. In the end ... well, she didn’t want her either.”
It takes me a second. Didn’t want her? Who leaves a cat behind and hates dogs? What sort of emotionally bankrupt villain are we talking about here?
“I adopted Andrew when my friend Sonya moved to Germany. Figured he might be a good playmate for Penelope. Maybe soften her a bit.”
“They don’t get along?”
“No, they do. Too well, actually. The problem is I can’t have women over anymore,” Ashley sighs. “It’s like they’ve formed some unholy alliance. Andrew goes for the ankles while Penelope takes body shots.”
I laugh, picturing it. A two-pronged attack by her tiny, vicious fur brigade. 
“You should be happy they’re friends. Also, I love that they have human names.”
Ashley gasps. “Wait—they’re not human?”
I roll my eyes, giving her a light shove, and that grin she flashes me—God it’s enough to light a fuse beneath my skin. 
“We’re a family,” she says as we reach the stairs to our suites. “Deeply dysfunctional, still—family.”
“I’m sure they’re sweethearts. Maybe what they really want is more of your undivided attention. You work insane hours. Have you considered ... extra playtime?”
Ashley stops at her door and snorts. “Sounds like I’m the one who needs training.”
“I could help,” I offer.
Her eyes narrow, suspicion tightening in those ice-blue irises. The kind of eyes that don’t merely look at you, but through you, cataloging every inconsistency.
“What? I’m your assistant. And now, fake girlfriend. Pitching in is part of the gig.”
Her head shakes, though her mouth curls at the corners. “Okay. We probably need to hash out the finer points of this arrangement—”
A burst of laughter interrupts her. We both glance over to see Quinn and Yasmin a few doors down, tangled up in each other and very much enjoying the moment. Quinn spots us, smirks, and lifts a hand in a slow, smug wave.
A jolt ricochets through my chest—impulse, adrenaline, or possibly sheer panic—and before I can think better of it, I lean in.
My lips meet Ashley’s in a kiss that’s absolutely, undeniably not part of the plan.
It’s soft. Warm. Slightly unsure. And somehow enough to short-circuit every reasonable thought I’ve ever had.
Midway through that dizzying second, her breath hitches against my mouth, barely there, and that’s all it takes to snap me out of it.
I pull back, heart pounding somewhere high and treasonous in my chest. “Right. Sorry. That was—I shouldn’t have—”
“It’s fine,” Ashley says quickly. Yet her voice has that tight edge, like she’s trying to shove something messy into a box and slam the lid shut before it spills everywhere.
“I’ll, um ... go. Thanks for—”
“No.” 
The single word freezes me.
She hesitates, her gaze flicking over my shoulder. “You may as well stay for a bit. You know, to keep up the charade.”
“Uh-huh. Totally. The charade.” I nod stiffly, as though I’ve forgotten what to do with my arms.
Inside the suite, she kicks off her heels. I lower myself onto the edge of the couch, unsure whether I should breathe, apologize, or turn invisible. For a moment, we hover in the same air, silent, not touching, not talking, just ... aware.
Then she turns and disappears behind the partial wall, her footsteps a shade too quick.
Perfect. Nothing strange happening here. Totally standard behavior after kissing your boss-slash-fake girlfriend.
I exhale, long and shaky, and drag my hands down my face. Get it together. Rein it in. It was a kiss. Not a declaration. Not a feeling. 
Kisses aren’t feelings, Parker.
 Unless—what if they are? 
“Do you want some water?” Ashley calls from behind the wall.
“Yes, please. That kava is ... potent. Really messes with your mind.”
Oh my god. Stop talking.
“Uh-huh.” 
I sag against the cushions, closing my eyes, willing my body to settle. But my lips still tingle, an echo of contact refusing to fade.
And I can’t decide if it’s the residual effects of the kava. 
Or something much more dangerous entirely.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Ashley
“I had a quick look at our itinerary for tomorrow,” I say, half-distracted. “It’s jam-packed with wildly unnecessary activities. I hope you’re looking forward to them more than—”
I stop.
Because Parker is asleep. On my couch.
“Parker?” I whisper, stepping closer.
No response.
She’s folded into the cushions, dress hitched slightly at the hem, one arm draped loosely across her midsection. Her hair has slipped forward over her shoulder, veiling part of her face. What remains visible is so still, so unguarded, I feel like an intruder simply for noticing.
I set the glass of water down on the coffee table and hesitate, unsure what I’m supposed to do. Waking her feels unnecessary. Leaving her there feels ... complicated.
Eventually, I kneel beside the couch and reach for her sandals, easing them off one by one. Her feet are pale and narrow, toenails painted a chipped, chaotic shade of coral. It shouldn’t be endearing, but it is.
She doesn’t move. Truthfully, I could vacuum around her, and she wouldn’t so much as flinch.
Carefully, I lift her legs and shift her so she’s stretched out properly, tucking a throw pillow beneath her head. She exhales, a quiet, breathy sound that settles somewhere behind my ribs and lingers there.
I press a palm to my forehead. 
No. We are not doing this.
I head to the hall closet, grab the scratchy guest blanket, give it a brisk shake, and drape it over her. She looks completely relaxed. Her breathing even, her face softer than I’ve ever seen it.
“Goodnight, Parker,” I murmur, flipping off the lamp.
As I pad quietly to my room, there’s a small smile tugging at my mouth, and something unexpectedly inconvenient blooming in my chest.
And no, I’m not thinking about kissing her again.
Of course I’m not.
 
◆◆◆
 
With a yawn that stretches all the way through my bones, I collapse onto the bed. The sheets are cool, the pillow perfectly soft. It’s the first moment I’ve felt still. Today has been surprising, to say the least. I’m already drifting when the phone rings.
My eyes fly open.
The sound is distant. In the kitchen.
I move too quickly, wincing as something in my shoulder pinches, and shuffle through the darkened living room. I keep the lights off. Sleeping Beauty remains fast asleep, and despite what fairy tales suggest, I have no interest in being the one to wake her. Not with the night we’ve had. Not with everything humming under the surface. 
I’m also, if I’m being honest, avoiding the aftermath. The imprint of that kiss, the confused heat lodged somewhere beneath my ribs. I know she panicked when she saw her ex. I know that.
But it didn’t feel like a mistake.
I keep turning it over. My heart. Her mouth. The space that briefly didn’t exist between us. I’m mid-thought when my foot clips the edge of the side table.
Biting back a curse, I limp toward the faint glow of my phone vibrating across the counter. I catch it mid-buzz.
Aunt Vee. 
A weight shifts in my stomach.
Middle-of-the-night calls are never good news, especially when they come from someone with a heart condition, and a lifelong talent for pretending everything is fine until it very much isn’t. 
“Hey, Vee,” I say, catching my breath. “Are you okay?”
We started calling her “Vee” as kids because Valeriana was a linguistic hurdle we couldn’t quite clear. The nickname stuck, and now it’s as much a part of her as her famous Sunday meatballs.
She appears on the screen, warm almond eyes crinkling at the corners.
“Ashley, sweetheart. Why is your face so dark?”
I blink. “It’s one in the morning.”
“Oh.” She frowns, adjusting the silk scarf holding her hair in place. “Sorry, I must have messed up the time zones.”
Yeah. That was my next guess.
I switch on a small lamp, rubbing a hand over my eyes. “It’s 7 a.m. in Chicago.”
“Hmm. Fiji is eighteen hours behind, right?”
“Ahead, Aunt Vee.”
She waves a dismissive hand. “Oh well. Time is fake anyway.” 
I exhale a quiet laugh. Classic Vee. Another conspiracy theory. Earth is flat, too. Moon landing never happened either. 
“Hang on, since I’ve got you on the phone, here’s a live-action update.” 
She raises a shot glass full of pills, tosses them back, and sticks out her tongue to prove she swallowed them with a sip of water. It’s impossible not to laugh. 
“What? Much better than me spending half an hour trying to record a silly video. You do realize I’m basically a fossil these days.”
Then she squints. “Now—wait, why can I see a naked person?”
I swing around.
There’s Parker, blinking sleepily, caught mid-step in the soft pool of lamplight. She’s wearing nothing but a bra and underwear. She looks like something pulled from a French indie film. Tragic and beautiful and out of place.
“Parker!” 
She startles, throwing an arm over her face. “Don’t worry—I’m leaving!”
Bare feet slap against the hardwood as she darts into the bathroom.
In my hand, Aunt Vee sounds positively giddy. “Well, well, well. Who was that, missy?”
“No one,” I say, trying to mentally burrow into the floor.
“Don’t be shy. Tell her to come say hi.”
And to my absolute horror, Parker emerges from the bathroom. Thank every celestial being, she’s wrapped in my bathrobe.
“Hi,” she says, lifting a tentative hand.
Aunt Vee beams, leaning so close to the camera I worry she’s about to climb through the screen. “Aren’t you pretty? Ashley, why have you been hiding her from me?”
Parker lets out a quiet snort and tightens the belt around her waist.
“You’ll have to bring her over for dinner when you’re home,” Aunt Vee adds.
And Parker, who is apparently incapable of sensing how deeply off-script this conversation has gone, smiles. “Oh, that would be lovely. I’d love to.”
What the hell is she doing? 
I shoot her a look, but she only meets it with wide-eyed innocence.
“We—we better go,” I stammer. “Big day tomorrow. Early start. Thanks for the call, Vee. I’ll call you once I’m back, okay?”
“Okay, darling. Nice to meet you, Parker! Buona notte, girls!”
I let my phone drop to the side. 
A beat of silence stretches out. 
I glance at Parker. “Why were you streaking behind me?”
“I wasn’t streaking,” she replies primly, pausing to gesture at my nether region. “And, um ... hello.”
Oh god. I’m in my underwear too.
She clears her throat. “I think I took my dress off during my sleep. It was scratchy.”
“That might’ve been the blanket.”
“Why would the—” 
I hold up a hand. “Forget I said anything.” 
This night has gone off the rails. Everyone needs to stop talking, return to their designated corners, and pretend this never happened.
From somewhere, faint yet unmistakable, Aunt Vee’s voice echoes: “Be nice, Ashley.”
I flinch, scrambling for the phone. 
“Goodnight, Vee.” I jab the end button. Twice.
When I look up, it’s obvious Parker’s doing everything she can to hold it in. Her face is flushed, mouth twitching, shoulders trembling. 
And then she snorts—loud, unfiltered.
She claps a hand over her mouth, turns around to hide it and fumbles for her shoes, but the laughter keeps coming.
I lob a cushion at her. “Out.”
She dodges, still laughing, slipping through the door. As it clicks shut behind her, one final, delighted snort filters through the crack.
I fall onto the bed, drag a pillow over my head, and do my best to erase this entire evening from memory.
 
 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Parker
Someone, please put me out of my misery.
I’ve been bracing for this moment since sunrise. Fijian dance class. 
The morning split itself neatly in two. First, the slow unraveling over whatever the hell last night was with Ashley. Second, the creeping dread of knowing she’d be here to witness my complete and utter lack of rhythm.
Some people move like poetry. I move like furniture being dragged across a wooden floor. 
Brenda, our instructor, is saying things. Probably meaningful things. But anxiety has turned my ears into static channels, so all I catch are scattered fragments.
“... dance has been passed down through generations as a way of telling stories.” 
“... engage your body—feel it in your bones, your blood.”
I would rather not feel anything, thanks. Especially not in my blood.
Since an immediate exit isn’t on the table, I pivot to plan B. Strategic invisibility. I spot a tall, Amazonian woman to my left. She’s statuesque, radiant, and crucially not me. Perfect. I take a careful, subtle step behind her.
I’m about to disappear into her shadow when two warm, firm hands settle on my hips. 
“No, no, you must watch demonstration.”
“Right. Totally. I was, um, hiding from the sun. So ... hot.”
There’s a chuckle nearby, and my face floods with color. I risk a glance. Where’s Ashley? Maybe she managed to Houdini herself out of this.
No such luck.
Because the universe is nothing if not theatrical, she’s now being guided to the center of the group. Wearing a grass skirt. And, oh god, actual coconut halves as a bra. 
A startled laugh bubbles in my chest, sharp and involuntary, but it dies the second her eyes meet mine. Not amused. Not surprised. Just direct. 
I look away.
And immediately land on the coconuts.
Shit.
I fixate on the sand, cheeks blazing.
“Does everybody have to wear those skirts?” someone asks.
“Oh, yes!” Brenda beams. “We must embody the spirit!” 
Sure enough, a bright-eyed Fijian woman hands me one, and the group forms what can only be described as a chaotic oval of doom. And naturally, I end up directly across from Ashley.
Ashley, who I kissed last night. 
Ashley, whose underwear I’ve seen. Repeatedly.
Ashley, who is currently making coconuts look unfairly good.  
Ashley, who I might—unfortunately, terrifyingly—be developing feelings for.
As I knot the itchy thing around my waist, a horrific image flashes across my brain. Me, thrusting my hips directly into Ashley’s line of sight. Everyone else looks mildly concerned. I’m actively dying. 
After last night’s strange heart-to-heart and that microscopic kiss, I suddenly care very much what Ashley thinks of me. Which is deeply inconvenient. Ugh. What have I done?
Just when I think this cannot possibly get any worse, Brenda begins handing out hula hoops.
“This,” she announces, “will get you moving. Help you connect to the rhythm.”
I glance at the plastic circle in horror. 
“Ready, everyone?” Brenda calls.
Before I can run, music kicks on from nowhere, and women around me start swinging arms and butts with reckless abandon. I don’t need a mirror to know we all look ridiculous. 
Brenda is clearly trying not to laugh, which would be fine if she were better at hiding it. A few audible snorts give her away, and I freeze. My hoop slides to my ankles in a slow, tragic spiral.
“Why are you stopping?” she asks, barely containing her amusement.
Because you’re laughing, Brenda. At us. Or more specifically, at me.
“I’ll disqualify you. Ten ... nine ...”
Movement flickers at the edge of my vision. Honey’s high-gloss hair catches the light as she walks through the tall grass. And there’s Ashley effortlessly twirling her hips, daring me to try harder. Crap. Double crap. How on earth is she so good at this?
With no other choice, I throw myself into it. Twist, swing, pray. Keep it up, don’t suck, you’ve got this. Turns out, I do not, in fact, have this. The ring slips, rattles down my legs, and plonks in the sand again.
I keep trying until either Brenda takes pity, or grows bored. A shrill whistle blows, and it’s over. Thank god.
I don’t dare make eye contact with Ashley. Not because I’m embarrassed, though I absolutely am, but because the way she looked at me earlier still hasn’t left my chest. Calm on the surface with something far less navigable underneath.
I stand there, forehead damp, grass skirt riding at unsettling angles, my dignity eviscerated. Every muscle feels as if it’s been rearranged by a sadist.
“Okay, ladies! Off to your next challenge—the water course!” Brenda says with a grin, gesturing to the ocean where a string of floating obstacles waits to humiliate us further.
Oh, for fu—
I trudge to the shoreline, done with everything. Ashley falls in step beside me. 
“I’m sensing an attitude. Maybe try sleeping instead of streaking in the middle of the night ...”
She’s needling me. Or maybe trying to reach me. Sometimes the line between the two is hard to find. 
“I’m perfectly fine,” I say, which is exactly what you say when you’re not. 
I keep my eyes on the water, but they drift anyway. They always do. Toward her sun-kissed skin, her dark hair falling in careless waves around her shoulders, and those sparkly eyes that somehow catch every fleck of sunlight.
Of course, being a flawed, irritable human being standing next to a very pretty girl, I say the wrong thing.
“Are you planning to get changed? Those coconuts might drag you under.”
Ashley barely reacts. “No. This isn’t a team event.” She points at a laminated sheet taped to a surfboard. “See? Nominate one person, and I nominate you.”
I recoil. “What? No. I nominate you.”
Ashley crosses her arms. “Well, it doesn’t work that way. I’m the boss.”
“Now, now, lovebirds,” a smug voice cuts in.
Quinn struts past like she’s headlining Sports Illustrated’s Swimsuit Edition, if the runway were littered with seaweed and rogue seagulls. She’s in a canary-yellow triangle bikini. And a thong. 
Exactly what this day’s missing. 
I scan the beach for Yasmin. By some miracle, she’s nowhere in sight. My relief lasts all of two seconds before another figure steps into view. 
Tall. Sculpted. Daring pixie cut. Killer cheekbones. A white one-shoulder bikini that might actually be glued on.
She flicks her fingers at Ashley. “Ashley, darling. Congrats on your divorce.”
“Hey, Kylie.”
Kylie gives her a slow, indulgent once-over, dragging it out long enough to make it weird.  Then she adds a literal clawing motion, an honest-to-god swipe at the air, and purrs, “Grrr. You’re looking delicious. Call me if you ever want to ... unwind.” She winks.
Ashley turns, face unreadable. “Not one—”
“I wasn’t going to—” I slap a hand over my mouth, though the laugh already breaks through anyway. What the hell was that? 
Ashley exhales through her nose. “Anyway,” she mutters. “As I was saying. It’s your turn. I crushed the last challenge. You were ...”
“Crap?” I offer. “Just say it, Ashley. I was crap.”
“I was going to say determined. But sure. Since you’re so crabby this morning, crap sums it up nicely.”
I scoff, bumping her shoulder. And why is she smiling? I roll my eyes and keep walking.
She catches my arm. Her tone shifts. “Parker, please. We need this account. And, um ... I’m a little scared of open water. Rose told me you’re an excellent swimmer.”
Is she serious? She wasn’t so understanding about my fear of flying. Except when our eyes meet, there’s something raw there. Something unperformed.
Dammit.
I blow out a breath. “Okay, fine.”
“Great.” She claps me on the back with enough force to propel me forward. 
I whirl around.
She grins. “Sorry.”
Grumbling, I strip off my top and shorts. The humidity clings to my skin the way plastic wrap hugs a leftover casserole. Because while Ashley may have a small fear of open water, I’ve got a very large one of whatever this thing between us is turning into.
I hand her my clothes, trying not to notice how her gaze flicks down, then quickly away.
On the sand, an overly enthusiastic instructor starts running through the course right as Genevieve arrives in a plunging one-piece with enough cutouts to qualify as structural art. Next to her, Inez casually adjusts her sleek sapphire bandeau. 
Fantastic. Golf wasn’t humiliating enough? 
Genevieve flashes a camera-ready smile to no one in particular. Inez meets my eyes and slowly draws a finger across her throat. 
Fucking psycho. 
I swallow and force myself to focus.
“Swim to the pontoon, walk the beam, climb the rope wall, slide into the water, circle the buoy, grab the red flag, paddle to shore,” the instructor rattles off. “First one to cross the finish line wins.”
“Easy peasy.” Ashley’s grin stretches wide.
I give her a look. She zips her lips, gestures to her coconuts, and jogs to the sidelines.
Why? Why did I agree to this? 
One thing becomes abundantly clear as I scan the lineup of toned, genetically blessed women. We are not all created equal. 
I glance down at my marble-white body, stomach tightening, but now is certainly not the time to suffer a crisis of confidence. Out of the corner of my eye, I spot Quinn stretching, posing really, in her barely-there bikini, while I do my best to fade into the background. Christ. She certainly doesn’t have a self-esteem issue.
A horn blares.
Oh hell.
I surge forward, stumbling and slipping, somehow dodging an elbow to the face as I chase after the wave of women stampeding into the surf. One disappears beneath the surface. Another practically swims over her. I’m barely keeping my head above the water, rogue kicks slamming into my ribs every few strokes. 
By the time I reach the beam suspended across the shallows, I’m somewhere in the middle of the pack. 
A few women ahead are doing a sort of wobbly tightrope walk, teetering and tumbling, and by some freak miracle, I make it to the other side on the first try. 
Fueled by righteous indignation and pure spite, I set my sights on Quinn, who’s leading the race and managing to look annoyingly elegant while doing it.
My arms scream as I haul my way up the rope ladder, and it doesn’t help when Franny, a wiry, spider-monkey of a woman, wedges herself directly in front of me. With her entire butt.
I catch Quinn glancing back, a smug little smile flickering across her face as she clocks Franny’s interference. Oh my god, she has people working for her.
“Franny, move!” I gasp.
She doesn’t. Instead, she kicks me in the head. That’s it. Enough is enough. I latch onto her ankle and pull hard as if harvesting root vegetables. She screeches as she tumbles.
I scramble over the top of the wall and flop onto the metal slide, only to immediately regret it. 
“Shit—ow.” 
The sun’s turned this thing into a skillet, and worse, I’m stuck, going nowhere. Teeth gritted, I inch my way down, skin sizzling, bacon-in-a-pan style. Finally, I drop into the water with a splash of relief.
I propel myself toward the buoy, lungs burning, and surface beside Quinn. She turns, eyes widening, and in one swift devious motion, lunges forward and tugs my bikini top loose like some conniving sea witch. 
Is Quinn for—unfreakingbelievable.
As she launches into some kind of octopus-limbed death roll, legs tangling, I reach for the first thing I can grab, her thong, and yank. It snaps free in my hand.
I toss it out to sea. 
That’s for New York. And for Ashley. 
With Quinn now clinging to the buoy, half-naked and floundering, I snatch the red flag from her grip and swim. Clutching my bikini top to my chest with one arm, I paddle furiously with the other. Just when I think I might drown, I slam headfirst into a sandbank. 
Stars burst behind my eyes. 
I scramble upright, hair plastered across my face, and stagger over the finish line.
Ashley is cheering loudly. Did I win?
Holy crap. I won.
“Parker, you did it!” Ashley shrieks, bounding toward me. “I can’t believe it!”
I spot Honey on the sidelines, sunglasses halfway down her nose. She gives a polite golf clap and slips away.
Ashley throws her arms around me, bouncing with excitement. Which means I’m also ... bouncing. Wait, something’s wrong. 
Oh. Right. My boobs feel liberated in a way that’s not supposed to happen in public.
“Uh, Ashley?” I say, mid-hop. “Can you, um, please tie my top?”
Her hands fly to her mouth. “Oh my god. How did that even—?” 
She fumbles with the strings while I turn, cheeks on fire.
Once my modesty is restored, I twist my hair into a rope and squeeze a steady stream of seawater onto the sand.
“Your ex is a psycho,” I mutter, nodding toward Quinn, who’s emerging from the water like a furious, half-naked swamp creature. Franny is at her side, covering her with a towel. 
“Not only did she try to drown me, she also untied my bikini top. She had a sidekick, too.” 
Ashley’s smile dims. “Yeah, that’s Quinn. Plays dirty. Lots of connections.”
Quinn glares at me. I meet it, steady, unblinking.
“Don’t worry,” I say, letting a smile creep across my face. “I handled it.”
Ashley grips my shoulders, eyes blazing with pride. “Yes, you most certainly did. You won. Fair and square—”
“Not exactly. I might’ve yanked off her thong while she had me in a watery death roll.”
Ashley blinks. 
And bursts out laughing, folding forward, breathless. 
That’s when Quinn, towel slung low on her hips, brushes past me with a deliberate bump of the hip.
“Tell your girlfriend to keep her hands to herself, Ashley,” she snaps.
“Yeah, what she said,” Franny adds with a pointed stare. 
I throw my hands up. “You tried to drown me!” 
But Ashley’s fingers close around my arm, a subtle signal to let it go.
Quinn glances back with a mocking sigh. “Oops.”
I rotate my shoulder, wincing as a dull ache flares again. “These women are savage. I took an elbow to the head. A kick to the ribs.” I leave out the burn on my ass from that molten slide. “Thanks for the heads-up that this would be the freaking Hunger Games.”
Ashley gives a dry smile. “Well, I’m sure we can scrounge together some protective gear next time. Maybe a bow and arrow.”
I give her a withering look. She laughs anyway.
Then, quieter, with none of the teasing, she says, “Parker, you were exceptional out there.”
“Why, thank you.” I dip into an exaggerated bow, both to cover how good it feels to hear that from her and to distract myself from the way my chest tightens. 
I grab my bag, what’s left of my pride, and fall into step beside her as we follow the curve of the beach.
“How did you ever end up with Quinn?” The question escapes before I can stop it. 
Ashley laughs under her breath. “Love makes you blind. Especially when you’re in your twenties. You think—”
“With your vagina,” I say automatically.
 Wow. That flew out of my mouth without clearance. Definitely spending too much time with my sister.
“Yeah, okay,” Ashley snorts, rolling her eyes. But I catch the reluctant tug of a smile at the corner of her lips.  A victory, if I’ve ever seen one.
A beat passes. The sound of waves, a few voices carried on the breeze. Everything easy, stretched thin by the midday heat.
“Hey, Parker?”
“Hmm?”
She glances over. “I’m glad you’re here.”
And damn it, now I’m smiling too.
Because despite the chaos, the bruises, and yes, even the public humiliation, I think maybe this disastrous day was worth it after all.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Parker
Thank god the rest of the afternoon has been blocked off for “leisure.” 
At this point, I can barely lift my mojito to my mouth without my arm trembling. A sure sign I’ve been pushed beyond my physical limits. Every muscle in my body is protesting. My calves. My arms. Even my earlobes ache, which feels anatomically implausible, but here we are. 
Between hula hooping in grass skirts, narrowly surviving that death trap of a water obstacle course, and the axe-throwing tournament (where we spectacularly placed last), I am done. Charred. Unrecoverable. 
And as if that weren’t enough, my brain refuses to quiet down. It’s stuck on a loop of Ashley. Her eyes, her laugh, the brush of her hand, and yes, her ridiculous coconuts.
I don’t know when it started. Somewhere in the chaos of this retreat, she and I have forged this odd, slightly alarming connection. A bond that is both disconcerting and, somehow, weirdly familiar.
I sink onto the couch and open my email. The contract from IronShield stares at me. I scroll. I reread. I don’t sign. Something in the back of my head won’t let me. I have a few hours left to decide. No rush. And yet, why am I hesitating?
I need a distraction.
Grabbing the resort’s activity guide, I skim the options. Zip-lining, hiking, rappelling down a volcano. Who are these people with energy still in their bodies? And more importantly, who willingly rappels down anything?
Finally, my gaze lands on something that makes sense.
Relaxing Island Massage.
Now we’re talking. My body craves the escape, and my mind needs somewhere else to be. This is exactly the kind of controlled recovery I can get behind. I call the spa, nearly weeping in relief when they tell me they have an opening immediately.
Within minutes, I’ve got my sunglasses on, flip-flops slapping against the sand, imagining the serenity coming my way. A chance to reset. To breathe. To stop thinking about Ashley’s smile, or her voice, or her—
I push open the spa door.
And freeze.
Ashley. 
Sitting across from me in the waiting room, thumbing through a magazine.
My stomach bottoms out. Of course she’s here. Because god forbid I catch a break.
“Hi,” I say.
Ashley glances up, one eyebrow raised. “Parker, are you following me?”
“What? No. I didn’t even—”
She crosses her legs, laughing. “Relax. I’m joking.”
“Right.” I force a smile. 
Relax. Sure. How am I supposed to relax when the woman who’s rapidly becoming the most confusing variable in my life is here, thwarting my alone time? 
Just as my mind starts to spiral, a pretty Fijian woman in breezy pale pink pants floats over with a wide smile. She greets us softly and leads us down a dim hallway, the air thick with eucalyptus and mint. Serene instrumental music hums from hidden speakers. Candles flicker in shallow alcoves. It’s all very breathe in, exhale your stress, align your chakras.
And for a moment, I think, maybe this will be okay.
Until we reach the treatment room.
Two massage tables. Side by side.
The air leaves my lungs. Oh shit.
“Um, I think there might be some kind of mistake?” Ashley says, sounding noticeably less jokey now. 
The woman consults her clipboard. “Hmm. You are Ashley and Parker from MoonBird Studios, yes?”
We both nod, reluctant.
She beams. “Perfect. No mistake. You booked for the same time. Mr. and Mrs. Hendersen like to accommodate couples. True romantics. They’ve been together for thirty-two years.” She presses a hand to her heart. “They love love.”
I close my eyes, briefly hating past me and her loud, fake-relationship mouth. It was only a matter of time before this blew up in my face.
“Ladies,” the woman continues gently, “please remove your clothing except for your underwear, place your belongings in the box, and lie face down. Your massage therapists will be with you shortly.”
My body snaps into autopilot. I’m undressed and lying on the table in seconds, heart pounding. I stare at the floor through the face cradle, willing myself to focus on the pan flutes and trickling water. A waterfall? A bubbling brook?
So soothing. So tranquil. 
So completely ineffective.
A gentle knock. The creak of the door. Quiet footsteps pad across the floor. My body tenses, bracing for—I’m not even sure what. 
Warm, coconut-scented oil glides over my skin, and practiced hands begin kneading in long, slow strokes, coaxing each muscle to unwind, one by one. 
Okay. This is good. It’s helping. I draw a breath, trying to steady my pulse. I could almost let go, let myself float away far away from this situation. From Ashley.
Then an elbow drives straight into my shoulder blade.
“How’s that?” she asks.
“G-great,” I say through gritted teeth.
The pressure deepens. Oh, why did I lie? 
Tears prick the corners of my eyes as I curl my hands into fists beneath the towel, breathing through it. She’s probably on a mission to release some decades-old emotional trauma. That has to be it. 
The table shifts, wood groaning softly under new weight. Okay. Feet. Walking along the length of my spine, toes spreading pressure across bone. One lands near my neck and pauses, deliberate.
I don’t move. I’m not sure my body knows how to respond to this kind of touch.
Whatever the technique, it’s at least distracting me from Ashley. Almost naked. Less than a stone’s throw away. Ashley, who, as luck would have it, is now making very peculiar noises.
I try to block it out. I swear I do.
As with everything, though, the more you tell yourself to ignore something, the more your brain fixates. I close my eyes, tighter this time, focusing on the pinch of the therapist’s toes. But it’s impossible when Ashley is over there slipping into some transcendental state of being.
A soft, breathy little mmm.
A sharp inhale. Followed by a low, drawn-out exhale.
Another utterly contented, borderline suggestive sigh.
My eyes fly open. 
What the hell is she doing? And why is she clearly having a better time than I am?
Honestly, the Fijian dance class was less stressful than this. Back there, the chaos kept things contained. Gave the tension somewhere to hide. Here, in the quiet, in this hyper-intimate space, all that unspoken energy has room to stretch out. Expand. 
I’m half-naked, vulnerable, trapped on a table beside a woman I can’t stop thinking about, and I’m starting to suspect she knows.
By the time the therapist claps her hands on my shoulders to signal the end, I’m so tense I could crack in half. 
“All done,” she says sweetly. “Did you enjoy?”
I nod, forcing a smile. “Mmm, yes. Wonderful. Thank you.”
Ashley rises, languid and glowing. “That was amazing. I feel like a new person.”
Yeah. No shit. 
One of the massage therapists steps forward, beaming. “Since you’re a couple, we’d like to offer you an exclusive post-massage experience—where you’ll tenderly cleanse each other with warm, rose-infused towels, then apply a luxurious exfoliating scrub enriched with Himalayan salts and mystical extracts. It’s a deeply sensual, bonding—”
“We’ll pass,” I say quickly.
Ashley laughs under her breath but doesn’t correct them.
The therapists don’t seem offended. They smile, nod, and start wrapping us in warm, damp towels for a final wipe-down. Still, the second they’re done, I’m up and throwing on my clothes. I walk out of the room, reach for the door, and of course, the handle sticks.
Ashley appears behind me. “That really helped. Relaxing, right?”
In the glass pane, I see her lift a hand to her hair, shake it loose. She stretches her arms above her head, spine arching. God. Even her afterglow has noises. 
“Uh-huh,” I mutter, eyes locked on the handle. Not one second of that was relaxing.
She hums low in her throat. “We should do the sauna next. Flush that kava from our pores.”
I finally wrench the door open. “I’m good,” I say, nearly tripping over my flip-flops. “Going to my suite to, um, rest. Enjoy.” 
I don’t wait for her reply. I step outside, feet sinking into the hot sand, chest tight in that familiar, spiraling way.
Pretty sure she says something like, “Okay, see you later,” but I’m already gone.
Once inside my suite, I strip and head straight for the shower. The water is cold. I leave it that way.
Whatever that was in the massage room?
Yeah. I need to erase it from my mind immediately.
 
 
◆◆◆
 
The cold shower doesn’t help.
It was supposed to be a reset. A shock to the system.
Instead, I’m standing on the deck of Hungry Harry’s, watching Ashley’s ex run a casual hand down her arm while they laugh with the Hendersens. And suddenly, I’m right there again. Hot, uncomfortable, tense for reasons I’d rather not examine too closely.
Worse, I’m starting to feel like a jealous fake girlfriend. Which would be laughable if it didn’t feel sharp.
Because seriously, why is Ashley laughing? Why is she being nice to Quinn when Quinn was a complete hellbeast to me? 
I know it shouldn’t matter. I know exactly what this is.
And yet, my stomach clenches as though it’s guarding something fragile. I tell myself it’s hunger. It’s not.
Frustrated, I pull out my phone. Distraction is the only plan I’ve got.
 
ME: Hey Erin! How’s everything?
 
She replies immediately.
 
ERIN: Parks! Finally got my phone. Rose went full CIA. Sorry for the radio silence. You okay?
 
ME: Ashley hasn’t murdered me yet, or fired me, so ... could be worse.
 
ERIN: We love a low bar. How’s the ex situation? Want me to fly in and handle her?
 
ME: Who?
 
ERIN: Excellent answer. Say no more.
 
I glance up. Ashley tips her head back at something Quinn says.
Yeah. I’m fine.
 
ME: Is Rose still at our place? Do not let her near my underwear drawer.
 
I love my sister. I do. But she’s nosy, pathologically curious. To her, boundaries are more of a light suggestion than a rule.
 
ERIN: So, about that. She may have used your pink rabbit vibrator to massage her swollen feet. I explicitly told her not to.
 
What the actual hell.
I blink at the screen. No, it definitely says what I think it says.
 
ME: You had one job.
 
ERIN: She’s got a spare key for emergencies, remember? And apparently, your mom crashing at hers qualifies. They literally left to buy a breast pump. It’s a whole thing.
 
I snort under my breath.
 
ME: God, sorry Rose is hanging around. Bet you were ready for some bachelor pad freedom.
 
ERIN: William is fun.
 
Classic Erin avoidance.
 
ERIN: Who knew he could pee on the ceiling while eating cat kibble? My first diaper attempt was a disaster.
 
I smile. Figures she’s getting outwitted by a baby.
 
ME: How is everything going with what-was-her-name? The one creeping out of your room?
 
ERIN: Gwen? That fizzled. Hey, when are you home? I need to talk about—
 
I don’t get to finish reading. Ashley’s cutting across the deck, hair loose, scanning for me.
I fumble, dropping my phone into my bag as though I’ve been caught passing notes in class.
She stops beside me, leaning one forearm on the railing. “You okay?”
I straighten. “Uh-huh. Fine.”
Her gaze lingers. “Hungry? They’re making pizzas in the wood-fired oven. Some of the women are heading out on a hike later. They invited us—if you’re interested?”
I am interested. Just not in the hike, or the group bonding.
I turn to the horizon. It’s safer than eye contact. “I could eat,” I say. “Probably pass on the walk, though. Not convinced someone wouldn’t ‘accidentally’ send me off the side of a cliff.”
Ashley chuckles. “Understandable, given the circumstances. I might stay behind too. I need to touch base with a couple of teams about potential cross-collab ideas. Maybe afterward we could hit the waterfall? Head down to the beach?”
Oh my god. Stop inviting me to do things, especially ones involving water and very few clothes. My brain’s already barely functioning with you standing this close.
I dodge the question with a shrug. “So, how’d it go back there? Your little chat?”
She sighs, raking a hand through her wind-tangled hair, and while she’s at it, somehow tucks a stray strand of mine behind my ear.
“Harry’s being Harry,” she mutters. “Wants us to grovel.”
“So much effort for one account.” 
Her jaw ticks. “Yeah, well, if we lose the Hendersens, we’re in real trouble.”
I shouldn’t say it. I know I shouldn’t.  
“Quinn was all over you.”
Ashley exhales, part eye roll. “It was for show. She told Harry we’re practically best friends despite the divorce. I wanted to throw up in my kava.”
“You didn’t seem to mind.” 
It slips out too fast, too light, like I haven’t spent the last ten minutes mentally launching Quinn into the nearest volcano.
Ashley starts to respond, then pauses. I can feel her eyes on me.
God. Where is my poker face? Probably floating somewhere in the South Pacific, face down. I stare hard at a crack in the weathered deck. 
“Is my fake girlfriend a bit jealous?”
“No.”
The most obvious lie to ever leave my mouth.
Ashley doesn’t call me on it. She just smiles as though she sees straight through me, past every glib remark and deflection. Without a word, she slips her hand over mine. Warm, steady, nothing to prove.
“You don’t need to be,” she says softly. “Come on. Let’s eat.”
 
◆◆◆
 
Midway through lunch, I press a napkin to my lips. “Serious question. Why don’t we have company merch?” 
Ashley glances up, pineapple speared on her fork. “What?”
“Every other team’s out here in matching polo shirts, embroidered caps, you name it. Branding. Where’s ours?”
She smirks. “You mean for the parts of the retreat that actually required clothes?”
I laugh quietly. “Exactly. We’ve spent most of the week half-naked. Still—don’t you want to rep the brand? Aren’t you proud of MoonBird?”
Her brows lift. “What? Of course I’m proud. We’re a successful business.” She nudges a crust across her plate. “I don’t know. We’re small. Twenty-odd staff on the payroll. Coordinated apparel’s never been a priority, I guess.” 
As the words leave her mouth, I see it, that flicker of thought.
I shift forward, elbows brushing the edge of the table. “Is it because of your ex?”
Ashley doesn’t flinch, doesn’t look away. But I catch the way her shoulders tighten for a second.
“You could rebrand,” I suggest, throwing in a casual shrug. “New name, logo. MoonBird 2.0. Slap it on some golf hats. Maybe a sleek water bottle if you’re feeling wild.”
She shoots me a sharp look. For a breath, I think I’m about to get told off. Then she snorts, and it tips into laughter. It’s too easy, being around her, even when it shouldn’t be.
Feeling bold, I push. “Also, why aren’t you actively prospecting more clients?” I swipe another slice of pizza, chewing thoughtfully. “I know you’ve had the Hendersen account forever, but everyone I speak to raves about your creatives. Why not scale? Expand into different markets?”
Ashley deadpans, “You know, you’re starting to sound like ‘Saleswoman of the Year.’”
I toss a napkin at her. She chuckles and bats it away.
“Hey, just giving you my expert opinion,” I say.
“Thank you. I’ll take your sage advice on board.” She reclines slightly, eyes fixed on me, head tilted. That quiet, assessing expression she wears when she’s pulling something apart in her mind.
I blink. “What?”
“What about you?”
“Me?”
“Why aren’t you going for more senior roles? National roles? You’ve got the experience, the skills, the talent.”
I lift my drink, ice clinking against my teeth as I stall. “Maybe I’m not that driven.”
Ashley’s face twists in immediate disbelief. “No, I don’t buy it.”
“Well, that’s my answer.”
Her eyes narrow. “It’s the travel, isn’t it?”
I glance at my sandals, the breeze curling around my ankles. “Hmm. A little.” 
She doesn’t push. Doesn’t fill the silence with fluff. Just waits.
I sigh. “Fine. Yes. It’s a big part of it.”
“You’re braver than you think. Don’t let fear hold you back in life.”
Something about the way she delivers it, gentle but unwavering, sends a ripple through my chest. My gaze drops to my plate. “Guess I could say the same to you.” 
Then, because vulnerability makes me itchy and I have a habit of covering it with sarcasm, I add, “And thank you. I’ll take that sage advice on board.”
Ashley laughs, eyes crinkling. “Okay. That’s fair.”
Perhaps it’s time we both were brave.
 
 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Ashley
At the end of the day, I collapse into the papasan chair on my balcony, limbs draped across the sides. The breeze skims over my skin, warm and salted, sticky as the rim of a margarita. Below, the waves slow to a syrupy roll, the sunset bleeding tangerine into bruised violet, a Mai Tai tipped sideways across the sky.
I text Sarah a quick update. She calls back before I can set my phone down.
“I think we’ve pretty much got the Hendersen contract in the bag,” I say, nudging the metal railing with my toe, watching the waves knife apart and reassemble. “Honey’s hosting the Isla Glow launch party tonight, and our pitch is tomorrow. I can’t see them going with anyone else.”
“Praise be. I was this close to lighting a stress candle,” she says. “But that felt dramatic in Maui.”
“Sarah. Breathe. We haven’t put a foot wrong. Our chats have been productive, the team stuff’s gone well. Honey told me herself—they’re impressed.”
I stretch my legs, letting my head sink deeper into the cushion.
She hums. “And Isla Glow? Her shiny new baby?”
I groan. “Ugh. Let’s just say I tried it, and my wrist immediately broke out in a rash. My skin’s still mad about it.”
“Oh, shit.”
“Hard to tell how invested Harry actually is in the launch. He hasn’t mentioned it once in our one-on-ones. I think he wants to be supportive of Honey’s I’m-leaping-into-the-product-world moment. Then again, I’m probably not the best test subject. I’m allergic to everything.”
“Air. Happiness. Fun. I remember.”
“I’m not missing you, Sarah. Not even a little bit.”
She laughs. “Please, I miss this—and I’m in freaking Maui.”
God, I wish she were here. My brain’s been on a nonstop merry-go-round all week, and I keep reaching for someone to yank me off it.
“The important thing is locking in the account,” I say, picking at a fraying thread on a throw pillow. “We’ll deal with the Isla Glow debacle later.”
“Right. Priorities.” 
I pause, winding the thread between my fingers. “Parker’s been an unexpectedly excellent wingwoman. Did I tell you Quinn undid her bikini top during the water challenge? Straight-up sabotage.”
“Excuse me, what?!”
I grin. The memory too good not to savor. “It’s okay. Parker pantsed her in retaliation. Only one of them walked out of the water with any dignity.”
Parker’s fear of flying aside, she’s got the kind of spine I wish I could buy in bulk. If it all blows up tomorrow, maybe I’ll get her to teach me how to drown my enemies without blinking.
I hear Sarah laughing across international waters. “Wow. She’s iconic.”
I nod into the phone. “Honestly, Parker’s amazing.” 
Also smart, sharp, gorgeous, funny. The kind of person who leaves a room brighter than she found it. 
Uh-oh. My subconscious is composing sonnets again. Someone take the pen away.
“Told you so,” Sarah says, smug. “She’s got the pizzazz. The sparkle. The je ne sais quoi.”
Exactly, I think, my grin softening into something quieter. God, she does.
“And,” she adds, “can we take a moment to appreciate the genius who suggested you bring her in the first place? I’ll wait.”
I roll my eyes at the sky, but my smile won’t budge. “Okay, fine. You win. Consider me humbled. Happy?”
Before she can bask in it any further, a sharp click cuts through the lull of the waves. 
Parker’s balcony door.
Shit.
I sit up so fast I nearly tip the chair.
Did she hear me? Please let the ocean breeze have swallowed my voice whole.
“Sarah,” I sigh, “why don’t we have golf hats with our logo on them?”
“Um, because we’re not a retirement village in Boca Raton? Hang on. Is that a serious question? Do you ... want golf—”
“I mean, forget golf. Why don’t we have any apparel with our logo on it? Are we not proud of our company?”
There’s a pause. A measured breath on the other end. Oh no. I’ve poked something. 
“Well. Yes. We’re great at what we do.” 
My frown deepens, the edge of her tone needling at me. “Why do I sense a ‘but’?”
“Sometimes it feels like we’re weighed down.”
“All the drama with Quinn?” My question hangs in the air. “Sarah?”
“Yes, there’s that. She’s stealing clients, always throwing around that she started MoonBird. I swear I hear her name at least five times a day in our office. It’s exhausting. No matter how much I try to ignore it, I can’t. None of us can. We’re constantly fighting to prove we deserve to be here, instead of just doing what we’re good at.”
Her words land square in my gut. Not because I didn’t know. I’ve felt it too. The way Quinn’s shadow sticks to everything. A stubborn residue we can’t scrub off, no matter how many wins we rack up. But hearing Sarah say it aloud makes the whole thing heavier. More solid. Harder to ignore.
“Why haven’t you told me this before?”
“I didn’t want to pile more pressure onto your plate,” she replies gently.
Guilt clamps around my ribs. I’ve been so laser-focused on blocking Quinn’s moves, on controlling the narrative, on fixing what looked broken from the outside. I didn’t notice the people I trust most quietly buckling under the weight of it.
I close my eyes and pull in a breath that barely makes it past my collarbone.
Then the words fire out of me. “We’re rebranding.” 
There’s a choking sound on the other end. “Hold up—what?”
“New name. Clean slate. No more baggage. And yes, corporate apparel for events. Hats, hoodies. Hell, matching socks if we want.”
“You’re deciding this right now?”
I glance at the horizon. The sun’s slipping lower, gold spilling across the waves, molten metal poured into a restless sea. Everything feels sharp-edged and obvious.
“Sarah, I’m sorry. I’ve been so wrapped up in fighting her, I had my blinders on.”
I straighten without meaning to.
On the shoreline, Parker jogs barefoot through the surf, blonde hair streaming behind her in sunlit waves. Her olive tank’s slouched off one shoulder, white shorts damp, thighs gleaming with seawater in a way that shouldn’t be distracting, and yet absolutely is.
“Ash,” Sarah says, her tone lighter now, “you sound ... different.”
“Huh? Must be all the vitamin D,” I deflect, eyes tracking Parker’s silhouette. “This tropical setting is really opening my mind to things.” 
“Uh-huh.”
But I can’t tell her the truth. 
It’s not the sun. Not the ocean. Not the fact that we’re this close to locking down the Hendersen contract.
It’s Parker.
Somehow, without me even realizing, she’s become the thing that makes me want to stop clawing at the past and start building something entirely new.
 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Parker
Ashley thinks I’m amazing.
The words don’t leave me alone. They circle in my head all evening, sparking a fluttering warmth that neither the humid night nor Honey’s long-winded pitch about Isla Glow can extinguish. 
“Thank you so much for being here, and for sampling my creation,” Honey says, lifting a pink jar. “Your feedback has been incredible, and I’m so excited for what’s to come.”
My lips twitch. Yeah, if by incredible she means mildly alarming. The moment I dabbed it on, my skin flared as if I’d rolled in poison ivy. A subtle sweep of the crowd confirms I’m not alone. Beneath the veil of polite applause is a sea of tight smiles, blotchy limbs, suspicious scratching. Some even applied it to their faces, including a crimson-cheeked Yasmin. I stifle a laugh.
And still, Honey beams, either completely oblivious or riding the wave of denial. “Now grab your kava, and let’s toast to Isla Glow and the future!” 
Kava. God. My stomach is already staging a quiet rebellion from the last two rounds. Technically non-alcoholic, sure, yet with a weirdly numbing, sedative kick. Maybe that’s the plan, get everyone so blissed out they don’t notice the rash creeping up their necks.
I turn to make a discreet exit and nearly collide with a waiter carrying a tray of those cursed little cups.
“Sorry,” I mumble, only to catch Harry watching from across the room. I panic-grab a cup, flash a weak toast, and down it in one go. The aftertaste is so earthy, it’s like I chugged a potted plant. My face folds in on itself.
Where’s Ashley?
The question hooks into something low and tender. I scan the room, full of faces I don’t know, conversations I don’t really care about. No sign of her.
I swipe a random cocktail from a nearby table and slip onto the balcony. The wind greets me with a sharp slap, tearing through palm trees, dragging its teeth along the building’s edge. Fat drops of rain splatter against the concrete below as thunder growls in the distance, rolling closer.
“Oh—hi. Parker, right? Can I join you?” 
I whirl, nearly dropping my glass. Standing there is a willowy woman with skin so pale it could be bottled and sold as moonlight, if not for the splotchy hives blooming across her chest. She smiles, tentative. 
“No, of course,” I say, stepping aside. “I’m hiding from the kava.”
She laughs softly. “Yeah, me too. I’m Macey from WebX.” 
“WebX?”
“Uh-huh. I was at the last indoor soccer match.”
“Oh. The one where I almost knocked out my boss with the ball and briefly considered faking my own death?” I lift my brows. “Surprised to see me here?”
Macey grins. “Well, clearly you’re doing something right.”
“Wait. You won the axe-throwing contest. Nice arm.”
She snorts, her weight shifting strangely as she presses harder into the beam. That’s when I realize Macey’s not leaning. She’s moving.
Up. Down. Up again.
My eyes narrow. “Uh ... you okay?”
“That damn elixir,” she mutters.
I chuckle. “Watch out for splinters.”
“It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
A pause. Then we’re both laughing so hard, my stomach aches.
We fall into easy conversation, the storm battering the balcony doors behind us. Even as we joke and chat about work, the retreat, all the things meant to keep my brain occupied, I feel myself drifting. Sliding back to one place, one person.
Ashley.
To the words she doesn’t know I heard, she’s amazing, and the way they’ve left their mark somewhere deep and hard to reach.
I know I shouldn’t have eavesdropped. But how could I help it? I was wrangling my swimsuit onto a hanger, minding my business, when her voice carried across the slim divide between our balconies. The moment I heard my name ... well. Curiosity is its own kind of hunger, and I’ve been starving.
When I finally step inside, my gaze finds her instantly.
The crowd is in motion, a swirl of color and conversation. Ashley, however, is impossible to miss. Black dress hugging every line, hem flirting mid-thigh, a delicate silver chain snaking over one shoulder, holding the fabric in place.
I hear the choked sound of my own inhale. 
She’s mingling, laughing, effortless in the way she commands the space without even trying. And somehow, as if sensing my presence, her eyes lock onto mine. It lands like a physical touch. Heat flares in my chest and spills low, pooling warm under my ribs.
Before I can blink, she’s beside me. Close enough that her voice brushes my skin when she says, “There you are.” 
I nod. “Hi. Did you talk to everyone you needed to?”
“Yeah.” Still, she doesn’t move, doesn’t flinch. Just keeps watching me as though I’m the only thing in focus. “You look beautiful.”
My pulse stumbles so hard it may as well sit down. Beautiful might be a stretch, but damn if it doesn’t sound real coming from her. 
I shift on my feet and glance around. “Thanks. You don’t look too shabby yourself.”
She smiles, head dipping to the side. “Everything okay, Parker?”
I tug at the fabric of my dress, suddenly hyper-aware of every strange seam and flyaway hair. “Of course. I mean, I’m in paradise.”
And oddly enough, it’s not a lie.
Because right now, with her standing inches from me, the rest of the night dims at the edges. For a second, everything sharpens into something dangerously close to perfect.
Until thunder cracks the sky in half, loud enough to punch through the walls. A blinding flash follows, bleaching everything white for one stunned breath. The lights flicker once, twice, then go out.
I reach for Ashley without thinking, my fingers circling her arm.
“Sorry,” I whisper, but I don’t let go. 
“Lightning strike,” Ashley murmurs. 
Outside, streaks of electricity slice through the ink-black sky in furious zigzags. It’s mesmerizing in a raw, terrifying way that makes you feel small.
Inside, the panic begins to stir, faint at first, a subtle constriction in my throat. The kind I usually handle with chamomile and the dim reassurance of a bedside lamp.
Somewhere near the bar, a voice rises from the dark.
“Sorry, folks!” A man appears with a flashlight tucked under his chin, like he’s about to tell a ghost story. “Storm knocked out our power. Generators should kick in soon. In the meantime, we’ll be distributing some of these.” He gives the light a wiggle. “Stay calm!”
Calm. That’s adorable. 
The room starts to shrink, grow hotter. My breathing’s too loud in my ears. Each gust of wind makes the walls shiver; every rumble of thunder reverberates through my bones.
Ashley’s hand brushes mine, grounding me. 
“Come on,” she says gently.
We slip into the rain-slicked night, flashlights throwing shaky beams across the shadows. Wind lashes sideways, slicing the downpour at sharp angles. Our clothes are soaked within seconds. I stay close, pressed into her side, nerves sparking to life under the heat of her body.
When we reach my suite, I force a smile. It feels weird on my face. 
“Well. Goodnight,” I say, pointing awkwardly to her arm. “And, um ... thanks.”
Even though some stubborn part of me wants to stay. Wants to keep standing here, drenched and unraveling, pretending this isn’t messing with my head. It’s probably best she doesn’t witness another meltdown. 
Ashley lets out a soft laugh, nearly swallowed by the storm. “Oh, no problem. Anytime.” 
She doesn’t turn to leave, not immediately. She lingers, her breath slow and reluctant. 
“Okay ... goodnight, Parker. Last day tomorrow. Bet you can’t wait to go home.”
“Can’t wait,” I lie.
Another fevered beat of extended eye contact. Her eyes on mine. Everything unsaid crowding the space. 
God. Why is it always this charged with her?
I pull away, slip inside, and shut the door. My forehead hits the wood with a quiet thud.
The darkness seems to move. It shifts, pulses, breathes with every flare of lightning. A jagged bolt lights up the room in a macabre, black-and-white photograph. The skeletal branches of a tree claw at the window. 
I kick off my shoes. Briefly debate crawling under the bed.
There’s a knock. Not at the main door, the one between our suites.
My stomach drops. 
“Parker?” 
“Yes?” My voice comes out embarrassingly high.
“You all right?”
Not even remotely. “Uh-huh.”
“Breathe.”
I’ll try.
It’s not only sound—it’s impact, vibrating through my ribs as though someone fired a cannon point-blank. Before I can recover, a bolt of lightning cleaves the sky open again, so close it might as well be inside the suite. I shriek, stumble, and clip the side table. A vase shatters at my feet, ceramic shards flying in every direction.
Scratch. Scratch.
My blood turns cold.
“Oh shit,” I whisper. “Is that ... a mouse?”
I spin in a panicked tiptoe dance, fully convinced that if my feet don’t touch the ground, the tiny demon can’t make contact.
The connecting door flies open. A body collides with mine, and we hit the floor in a heap of limbs, air knocked out of me.
“Ashley?” I gasp, my flashlight catching her flushed face.
“Um, yeah.” She casually tucks a loose strand behind her ear, like she didn’t full-on tackle me. And—is she holding a paper clip?
I blink. “Did you break into my suite with office supplies?”
She rolls off me in an awkward scramble. “Looks that way.”
I have a thousand follow-up questions, but she beats me to it. 
“You screamed,” she says simply. “And ... you’re afraid of the dark.”
I nod. No point denying it.
“Also,” I add, sweeping the flashlight toward the corner, “there’s something scratching over there.”
Ashley shifts closer, following the beam with her eyes.
It lands on a rogue sock.
Her lips twitch. She’s fighting a laugh, I can feel it.
“Oh, for fu—” I groan, dragging a hand down my face. “You must think I’m ridiculous.”
“Not at all,” she says. “You’re just ... layered.”
“Like an onion?”
“Exactly.” She grins.
That’s when I notice it, the subtle swell of her nipples beneath her damp dress. The outline, the tease of shape. My gaze jerks back up, only to crash into her bemused smirk. Her infuriatingly perfect lips quirk as if she knows exactly where my eyes were a second ago.
Heat floods my cheeks. I stand too fast, heart thudding, and make a straight line for the tiki-themed bar cart.
I grab two drinks and wave one in her direction. “Apparently, you’re MacGyver now? Picking locks with paper clips in your spare time?” 
Ashley accepts the gin and tonic. “Thanks. Had a rebellious childhood. Ran with the wrong crowd.”
I crack my can open, shooting her a look. “What—a trust fund baby gone rogue?”
She lifts a brow.  
I shrug, sipping. “I heard you grew up with a silver spoon.”
Ashley rests her flashlight on her thigh, the beam catching the edge of her profile. “That part’s true enough. We lived in Lincoln Park. Private schools. Summers in Lake Geneva. Believe me, though, money doesn’t buy happiness.”
Her fingers trace the condensation on the can, absently. “My parents tolerated each other at best. Dad was gone most of the time, running his development company. When he was around, they’d fight nonstop. Both of them had partners outside the marriage. They thought we didn’t know, but kids are pretty switched on. Mom always had her ‘best friend,’ Angus the accountant, tagging along, while Dad didn’t bother hiding his secretary, Lou. She showed up to my thirteenth birthday with this giant teddy bear.”
I wrinkle my nose.
“Exactly.” She lets out a quiet laugh, more breath than sound. “Grace and I spent most of our time next door. Our neighbor, Valeriana, practically raised us. Widowed, Italian, an amazing cook. Even better human. She’s the one who FaceTimed me the other night.”
Ah, yes. The infamous call where I was mid-underwear dash across her living room.
I tip my head. “Aunt Vee?”
Ashley’s smile softens. “Yeah. Valeriana was too many syllables for us when we were little, so Aunt Vee stuck. She had a daughter, Milena, three years older than me—felt like having a bonus big sister.”
She leans back as the storm crackles somewhere in the distance. 
“Then, when I was fifteen, our parents died in a car accident. Kind of ironic. They never spent time together. Went out to dinner one night and, well ... never came home.” 
The words land heavy. I sit with them, unsure how to react without overstepping.
“We begged the courts to let us stay with Vee instead of being shipped off to distant relatives in Ohio. She fought for us. Raised us as though we were her own. She’s the reason I didn’t get into more trouble. I never graduated past lock-picking, thank god.” 
She smiles again. There’s something behind it, a weight she doesn’t show often.
I swallow the tightness in my throat. “Ashley ... I’m sorry about your parents.” It feels small, inadequate. Still, it’s what I have. “And for making assumptions.”
She waves a hand, brushing it off like she’s had this conversation a hundred times. “It happens.”
But there’s a tiny shift in her expression, as though she appreciates hearing it anyway.
Ashley drains her drink and sighs. “You’re right, by the way. I did get a trust fund when I turned twenty-one.” Her mouth twists. “Nearly all of it ended up in my ex’s hands.”
I wince. “Oof.”
“Yeah.” She laughs once more without humor and shakes her head. “These days I mainly worry about Grace. She got hers last year. Has no idea what she wants to do. One minute she’s a zookeeper, the next a Pilates instructor, now she’s an artist.”
“She’s young,” I say gently. “She’s figuring things out.”
Ashley nods. “I’ve been secretly buying some of her paintings, hoping it inspires her to keep going.” She catches my eye mid-sentence and stops. “I’m hardly the avid art collector you painted me as, Parker. Just a meddling older sister.”
I snort. The mental image of Ashley stockpiling her sister’s art, quietly fussing behind the scenes, is kind of  ... adorable. 
“So, those paintings in your office? Hers?”
“Yep. I have another twenty or so at home.”
“Twenty?” My eyebrows jump.
She laughs under her breath. “Grace is crazy talented, but I—I want stability for her. She reminds me so much of our mom, except with streaks of pink in her hair and a dimple that shows even when she’s furious. I think I hold on a little tighter than I should because it’s only the two of us now.”
On impulse, I reach across and squeeze her hand. Her eyes drop to the contact, and mine follow. The space between us feels different, compressed. Something flickers in the air. I let go.
She turns to the window, voice quieter. “Anyway. Grace found out a few weeks ago that I was buying her stuff. Showed up at my apartment out of the blue. She’d moved to Brooklyn and had never visited, so I figured it was safe to hang them.”
“And?”
“She told me I sucked. Said she wasn’t a charity case and stormed out. Lesson learned.”
I bite the inside of my cheek to hide my laugh. “Sounds like Grace has some fire in her. I think she’ll be fine in life.”
Ashley smiles faintly. “You’re right. She’s strong. Still, it’s hard not to worry.”
“Have you spoken since?”
“Oh, Grace isn’t big on calls. Very Gen Z. She sent me a text. Something along the lines of, ‘Sorry, you don’t suck that much. If you buy another one, I’ll cut your balls off with a spork.’”
I blink. “A spork? That’s ... very specific. Bold choice.”
Ashley laughs. “She threw in an ‘I love you,’ so there’s that.” 
It draws a giggle from me. “Definitely in the clear.”
“Hmm.”
“Trust me, I get it.” I roll the can between my palms. “I worry about Rose constantly, despite her being objectively the most annoying sister on the planet.”
She grins at that. “Rose does enjoy pressing buttons.”
“And stealing passports,” I mutter.
Her laugh spills out, tugging one from me too. Mine’s more of an undignified snort, honestly, but strangely satisfying all the same. I’m not saying I’m thrilled to have a kleptomaniac sibling. Maybe, though, just this once, I’ll allow it.
Without warning, the lights snap on. We both wince, momentarily blinded as the appliances jolt to life. The AC rumbles, the fridge lets out a low hum, and the microwave beeps, loud and unnecessary.
I say the obvious thing. “Power’s back.”
Ashley blinks hard, pupils shrinking. For a long second, neither of us moves. 
The overhead light flattens the shadows, illuminating everything in too much detail. The slope of her jaw, the tiny freckle beneath her cheekbone, the hollow at the base of her throat. I’m noticing all of it. I shouldn’t be.
Slowly, she pushes to her feet. “Well, it’s late. I should probably get going.”
Something soft and painful gives way in my chest.
I scramble upright, arms and legs stiff. “Uh-huh. Thanks for, um, dropping by.”
She huffs a short laugh. “Yeah.”
Dropping by. Breaking and entering. Same thing, really.
“For checking if I was okay,” I add. The words fall awkwardly, though I mean them.
Ashley pauses for a half a beat. “Sure. No problem.” 
She turns to go. We were finally getting somewhere, and now she’s leaving.
Then she stops at the doorway, one hand on the frame, breath drawn. She looks back.
“Hey, Parker?”
I stand taller. “Yeah?” 
A trace of something passes in her eyes. Small, guarded but very much there. 
“That thing you said,” she begins, “about twin flames having the same hiding place—was that real? Or another one of your impressive lines for the crowd?”
Oh.
A low, helpless sweep of warmth rolls through me. Of course she remembers that. Ashley my-mind’s-not-a-sieve Morgan doesn’t forget things. Not words, not looks, not moments. She holds them, stores them away like they might be important later.
I try to hold her gaze, my heart pounding hard enough that I feel it in my fingertips.
“Well,” I say, my voice not nearly as smooth as I want it to be, “my Grandma Lyn used to say that about Grandpa Joe. They met hiding in a tornado shelter, of all places. Spent forty-four years married, finding the quiet corners when life got loud. Without planning. Without trying. Said that’s how she knew he was the one. That something shifted the moment he walked into a room. The air rearranged itself to make more sense.”
I swallow, pulse everywhere now. “She was the smartest person in Franklin County. Maybe the smartest person I’ve ever met. So ... yeah. I do.” 
Ashley hums, thoughtful. Filing that away as well. “Good to know.”
But she doesn’t move. Neither do I. We’re frozen, locked in this weird pocket of air, so thin it might snap if either of us breathes too hard.
We’re already standing in the same hiding place, aren’t we? I’m not sure who got there first. Me, cracking myself open bit by bit every time she looks at me that way, or her, barging into my space and making it feel as though she belongs there.
Ashley blinks and jerks her thumb over her shoulder. “I better lock—”
I wave a hand. “Don’t worry. You know, in case you need to break in again.”
She exhales a small laugh, rubbing the back of her head. “Fair enough. Goodnight, Parker.”
“Night, Ashley.”
The door clicks shut.
I drop onto the couch, palms over my face, heat crawling up my neck, stomach full of very unhelpful butterflies.
Jesus.
What the hell was that?
 
◆◆◆
 
Obviously, I don’t sleep. 
Not in the absurdly soft sheets, not with the world’s most perfect pillow cradling my overactive head.
No chance. My thoughts spool out in endless loops, rewinding every glance, every pause, every half-smile like some insomniac director muttering, Again. Quieter this time. Now with more awkward.
The flicker in Ashley’s eyes.
The pause—barely a second. But there.
The line she remembered. 
The fact that she remembered.
I roll onto my stomach, bury my face in my pillow, and let out a muffled groan.
How is Ashley okay when I’m clearly not?



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Ashley
“Fucking—” 
Hot coffee spills over the rim and straight onto my tank top. I jolt at the burn, which, of course, sends another wave cascading onto my shorts. Perfect start to the morning.
What is wrong with me today? I’m a bundle of nerves, tightly wound and vibrating with exhaustion.
I snatch a dishtowel and blot at the damage, eyes drifting back to the itinerary. Snorkeling. Fine. A casual glass-bottom boat ride followed by a quick dip in a calm bay.
I trip on my slippers and kick them across the room. Sleep would help. I just haven’t managed to find it, not even here in this stunning hotel suite.
Ironically, the ocean hasn’t been the problem. Not the whole giant bodies of water filled with things that could eat me part. That would almost make sense.
Oh, no. I’ve been preoccupied with far more pressing matters. Like Parker Reed. And, weirdly, Gisele Bündchen. Not in that way, more in the way where I wanted to be Parker’s Gisele Bündchen poster. Yeah, I know. Let’s not unpack that.
By midnight, I’d abandoned any hope of sleep and re-read every smart, frustratingly charming email Parker’s ever sent me. Which, surprise, only made things worse. 
Because there isn’t a single thing I dislike about Parker.
Which is probably why I’m now nervously bobbing on a boat, fidgeting through outfit change number two.
Where is she? 
I lift a hand to block the sun, squinting as the water ricochets light everywhere.
There.
I shoot to my feet, heart vaulting clean in my throat. 
“Wasn’t sure you’d show,” I say, moving toward the edge. “Given your last foray into the ocean?” 
Parker’s striding down the dock, and—Jesus. I’m useless the second she’s in range. She’s all long legs and curves in a morning blue halter bikini, the shirred top and palm-leaf print doing unspeakable things to my ability to function. I have to consciously lift my gaze. The boundaries of our fake relationship are starting to blur, bleed at the edges.
I extend a hand, and she takes it, fingers wrapping around mine as she climbs aboard. My pulse stumbles.
“Do you forget that I won ... honey?” she says, voice dipping into that lethal sass she’s trademarked. The pet name lands right in the center of my chest.
I’m three seconds away from full idiocy when I realize the reason why. Quinn and Yasmin. A pair of painfully familiar shapes trail behind her.
I grin through the static. “Nope. You bring it up every chance you get, sweetheart.”
Parker laughs and punches my arm. God help me, I love it.
We sink onto a bench, the boat rocking gently. Parker tips her head back, eyes slipping shut against the morning sun. Her blonde hair spills over the wooden edge, catching on the breeze, and she smells like coconut sunscreen. Thank god she didn’t ask me to apply it. That would’ve been the actual end of me.
Beneath us, the water is so impossibly clear it looks fake as if someone cranked the saturation filter way too high. Every flick of a fish’s tail sends a shimmer of light dancing along the glass. Neon-bright parrotfish weave through the coral. Sleek barracudas glide past, silent and shadowy.
Next to me, Parker cracks an eye open. She reads me the way she always does, effortlessly. The crinkle between my brows. The careful way I’m breathing.
“You nervous?”
“No,” I lie, because I have a shred of pride left, and I'd like to keep it.
She squeezes my hand. “I’ve got you,” she whispers.
Oh, okay.
The engine rumbles to life, a low vibration underfoot. A crew member in khaki shorts and a tucked-in polo shirt strides forward. 
“So, ladies. We’re heading out—about fifteen minutes to Honeymoon Bay.”
Honey this, Harry that. The Hendersens are certainly not shy about stamping their names on every inch of their private island. 
“Unfortunately,” he adds with a sigh, “there’s a large concentration of jellyfish in the area today. For your safety, we recommend you wear a stinger suit. Also known as a protective wetsuit.” 
He holds up a Barney-purple one piece with a hood. 
A ripple of horror moves through the boat like he just suggested we sacrifice our firstborns. I bite back a laugh. The women in metallic swimsuits, gauzy sarongs, and layers of delicate gold chains stare in disbelief. Luxury is about to be swallowed whole by industrial-grade Spandex.
To his credit, the crew guy tries to soften the blow. “And if purple isn’t your color—don’t worry, we’ve got a whole rainbow!”
Another collective gasp. 
But it’s the sight of Quinn that nearly undoes me. My ex-wife, standing tall in a microscopic two-piece, visibly seething at the suggestion. There is no timeline where she voluntarily shoehorns herself into one of those suits.
I glance at Parker. She’s already watching me, clocking every suppressed shake of my shoulders.
“What?” I manage.
She leans in, shielding her mouth. “How are you so calm about this? We’re going to look like the freaking Teletubbies.”
“I went to the Great Barrier Reef last November. Those suits were mandatory. Some guy got stung by a jellyfish the size of a Tic Tac and was carted off to hospital, screaming that he wanted to die. It stuck. I’ll take ugly over agony.”
Parker squints at me, lips twitching. “Hardly aligns with your glamorous ad agency image.”
I snort. “Glamorous? I’m currently shooting a campaign for dog food. Sarah’s got toilet paper next week. We’re basically the spokespeople for aisle seven. And anyway, I don’t mind a bit of fancy dress.”
She giggles, and the sound is a jolt straight to my gut. I don’t let myself dwell on it as we gather our gear.
The moment I pull the hood of my frog-green monstrosity over my head, I see Yasmin sidling up to Parker. Every cell in my body tenses.
“We had a good time, didn’t we?” she says, that lopsided smile in place. “Remember how much fun we had at the Bublé concert?”
My stomach knots. She hates Bublé. And yet, here she is, trying to mindfuck Parker with nostalgia, hoping that rewriting history could somehow rewrite the present.
I move without thinking. Three strides, and I’m beside them. Her hand finds the zipper on Parker’s yellow suit.
“Here, let me—” she starts.
“I’ve got it,” I cut in, bumping Yasmin just enough to shift the balance of power.
A sharp intake of breath. A clumsy step.
Then splash.
Yasmin is no longer on the boat.
Parker makes a strangled sound that might be a laugh. I keep my expression neutral, calmly zipping her up as though I had nothing to do with that. 
She shakes her head, amusement flickering in her eyes, her mouth threatening to give her away. 
We pull on our masks, adjust snorkels and flippers. She loops her arm through mine. 
And together, looking like a low-budget crime-fighting duo in skin-tight highlighter colors, we step off the edge and into the water.
It’s warm, bathlike, but alive. Small eddies twist around our bodies, the occasional tickle of something fast and slick brushing past. I feel my muscles go taut. Old instincts, wired too tight.
Parker squeezes my hand, barely for a second. Subtle. Steadying. A silent I’ve got you.
Sunbeams pierce the surface in slanted ribbons, illuminating the coral in bursts of tangerine, bubblegum pink, deep violet shadow. Schools of fish flit between the ridges, tiny flashes of electric yellow and iridescent blue weaving as if the entire reef is breathing. 
I exhale slowly through my snorkel.
It’s not some bottomless, black unknown waiting to swallow me whole, more a pulsing, brilliant world my brain completely lied about.
We drift together, hand in hand, weightless above the underwater wonderland. A bold, curious fish, striped in fiery red and deep cobalt, floats up to Parker’s mask. She goes stock still, eyes huge behind the glass. The fish stares her down, its tiny mouth working as though it has something important to say, before flicking away in a snap of fins.
We glance at each other, grinning.
I forget to be afraid.
God, this feels easy. Ridiculously easy.
And I’m not only talking about the snorkeling.
For the first time in what feels like months, I stop overthinking. I forget I resemble a human-sized Skittle stuffed in Lycra and simply exist. The gentle tug of the current, the world narrowed to Parker and me, the rhythm of our breath through our snorkels.
There’s absolutely no doubt—I’m falling hard for Parker Reed.
 
◆◆◆
 
Parker climbs up the ladder, cheeks flushed and eyes lit gold, glowing with the kind of unfiltered joy you can’t fake, not even in banana-yellow neoprene. A stubborn strand of seaweed clings to her shoulder, an odd little trophy from the ocean. She doesn’t seem to notice, or care.
“Saving this for later?” I ask, plucking it off and twirling it between my fingers.
She shoves her hood back, still beaming. “Obviously. That was amazing.”
“It really was.” 
For once, I actually mean it. No default sarcasm or carefully constructed walls. Nothing but the truth. It’s weirdly refreshing, like jumping into the deep end without checking for sharks and finding the water warm.
We collapse into the front seats of the boat for the ride back, and I can’t help noticing Quinn and Yasmin scowling near the life rafts. Some of us definitely had a better time than others.
Parker sighs, content, and lets her head fall against my shoulder. 
“You know,” she murmurs, voice lazy, “you’re not the worst snorkeling partner I’ve ever had.”
I snort. “Well, you’re it for me, so I’ve got no basis for comparison. But hey—you did your job. Thanks for not letting me die.”

She laughs, really laughs. Instinctively, I wrap my arm around her, pulling her closer. Her hair is cool where it brushes my sun-warmed skin, and I tell myself that’s the only reason I shiver.
Then the boat surges forward, skimming across the waves, and the wind immediately turns our hair into chaos. Strands whip into our eyes, our mouths, knotting together in ways that will take a comb and half a bottle of conditioner to undo.
Parker pulls out her phone, stretches her arm high above us, thumb poised. And did she say kava? No idea. I can’t really hear anything over the rush of the wind and her laughter, that warm, giddy sound that bypasses every reasonable part of my brain and settles somewhere uncomfortably close to my heart. 
My cheeks ache.
When was the last time I smiled this much? No script. No pretense. I can’t remember.
Maybe that should scare me more than it does.
But being drawn to someone doesn’t mean you have to do anything about it. 
Right?



CHAPTER TWENTY
Parker
Tonight, the bonfire crackles against the hush of the ocean, a last-minute gathering under a sky stuffed with stars. Music plays, people laugh and drink, yet it does little to distract me from the knot in my stomach. The one that tightens every time I think about Ashley. Which, unfortunately, is a lot. 
Even wrapped head-to-toe in green Spandex, she had me transfixed. In a boat full of actual goddesses, she somehow made me feel, briefly, stupidly, like I was the only person worth noticing. Not in a flashy, performative way. In a quiet, impossible one. A feat so rare in my dating history it might as well have been a unicorn sighting.
I keep telling myself it’s physical. A crush spun from sunshine and proximity and whatever amorous fog the South Pacific has us all breathing. Nothing more. But if it’s really that simple, why does it feel different? Why does she feel different?
I wander down the uneven stone steps, toes sinking into the still-warm sand as I slip past the firelight. The night breathes around me, thick with salt and smoke and roasted fruit. Off to the side, two older men strum a lilting Fijian tune on their ukuleles while women in flowing sulu skirts sway and laugh.
I offer a small smile and drift farther out, past the edges of everything. My hands settle into the grains beside me, knuckles disappearing as I stare into the dark, wondering for the hundredth time what I think I’m doing.
What’s the endgame here? The goal, if not outright heartbreak?
I sigh, and then, as if summoned by thought, my gaze falls to the shoreline.
Ashley.
Walking slowly along the water’s edge, arms loose at her sides. Moonlight pours over her, outlines her in silver. Waves curl around her ankles. She spots me, and something inside me lifts and drops at once.
A small, careful smile pulls at her lips. “Hey.”
There goes my pulse, swan-diving straight off a cliff.
“Hi,” I rasp, which is honestly impressive considering my throat’s gone full desert. 
Now she’s coming over, breeze twisting her hair into wild, gorgeous disarray. Fantastic.
“What are you doing away from the action?” she asks, stopping in front of me. One of the spaghetti straps of her pale gold camisole slips from her shoulder. She tugs it back up. It’s easily the most distracting thing I’ve seen tonight.
“Needed a minute. You?”
She nods. “Same.” 
We both nod.
Cool. Super chill. Two experts in nonchalance with all this awkward nodding and not-saying-things.
God help me. I should get out of here before I do something dumb and reckless, like jump on her. Thankfully, a shred of self-preservation is still intact. I plant my hands in the sand, ready to stand. But the ground has other plans. It shifts beneath me, traitorous, and I lurch forward, crashing straight into her.
Oh, that’s much better, Parker.
Ashley lets out a startled laugh, fingers flying to my waist to steady me. The touch is instant heat, cutting through the thin silk of my top. I forget how breathing works. 
This is very, very bad. 
“You okay?” Her smile hooks into a crooked smirk that really ought to come with a warning label. “Or did you sneak in another shot of kava when no one was looking?” 
I let out a nervous laugh of my own. My feet won’t move. Possibly because I’m close enough to smell the warm vanilla and salt on her skin, and it’s doing something deeply unsafe to my brain.
I need to step back. Any rational person would take a step back. 
But instead, she starts to sway.
Her hands remain where they are, gently pulling me with her. The movement is subtle, tender, almost instinctual. It loosens a knot I hadn’t realized I’d been carrying in my chest.
“Wh—what are you doing?” I stammer.
Her ocean eyes glimmer with a light I don’t understand. “Dancing.”
I blink. “Huh? No one else is.”
“So?”
A breathless laugh escapes me, and before I know it, I’m leaning into her shoulder. My hands hover awkwardly at my sides as I try to mirror her rhythm.
“You are so very random, Ashley Morgan,” I murmur, shaking my head.
“And you, Parker,” she counters, her words warm against my ear, “are anything but boring.”  
There it is again. That hiccup under my ribs. The one I can’t control, no matter how hard I pretend otherwise.
I glance out at the horizon, the stars winking at me as if they’re in on a secret I haven’t been told. Cosmic bastards.
I think about what I said on the plane. How I labeled myself: predictable, safe, boring. Yet here I am, thousands of miles from home. I’ve crossed continents. Won a race. Snorkeled in full body Lycra. And now, I’m barefoot on a beach, dancing with Ashley under the moon.
Maybe I’m not as boring as I thought.
Her expression shifts into a smile that starts in her eyes, almost finding its way to her mouth. “What can I say? I like to dance.”
“Yes. In a coconut bra, no less.” 
Ashley snorts, her laugh echoing over the soft rush of the waves, and I want to bottle that sound, keep it close, play it back when the world feels unbearably gray.
“I wasn’t papped, was I?” she asks, feigning horror.
“No, but it’s all in here.” I tap my temple, grinning. “Burned into my memory. Archived. Immortalized until the end of time.”
“Oh god. Tell anyone in the office, and I will kill you, Laa-Laa.”
“Laa—? Hang on.” I squint at her. “You’ve actually seen The Teletubbies? My perception of you is changing ... rapidly.”
“Well, before you get carried away, I did some research in my suite. British show. Four of them. Very colorful. And, let’s be honest—you pulled off yellow way better than Laa-Laa ever did.”
I roll my eyes, smiling. “How did this conversation shift to me? One second, we’re talking about your coconuts, the next—You’re a world-class deflector, Ashley.”
She snorts again, though she doesn’t deny it.
“Anyway, your secrets are safe with me. Trusted assistant and all.”
Her hands tighten ever so slightly on my waist. Then she eases back just enough to look at me.
“Parker. Did you really never hula hoop as a kid?”
I groan. “Shut up.”
We both laugh, and it’s stupid how good it feels. How right it feels. Ashley makes everything sharper, brighter, more electric. It’s dangerous. Intoxicating. And so not part of the plan.
“Flying planes. Dancing like no one’s watching. Casually bumping exes into the South Pacific ...” I arch a brow. “Tell me, Ashley, is there anything you can’t do?”
She tilts her head, the stars reflecting in her eyes. “Cook.”
“Seriously?” 
“Dead serious. I’ve never made anything besides toast. I refuse to do it.”
I gasp, hand to heart. “That’s a travesty. I love to cook.”
Her mouth quirks. A tiny squeeze near my left hip. Oh god. Every nerve in my body is dialed up to eleven. 
“Look at you,” she murmurs, gaze steady. “Full of surprises.” 
I’m not breathing properly. Not thinking straight.
“Okay,” she says. “What’s your thing? Something you absolutely will not do.”
I don’t even hesitate. “Karaoke.”
Ashley chuckles. “Shame. I was already envisioning a heartfelt duet under the stars.”
“Never happening. And yeah, I’ve heard that’s right up your alley. Funny—I’ve never had a dancing, singing boss before.”
“Okay, now you’re making it weird. Like I’m a circus act.” 
I laugh into her shoulder, feeling the way her body shakes with her own laughter.
“You know,” she adds, straight-faced, “I can juggle too. Not knives. Oranges—”
I snort, swatting at her. “Please stop.”
Then, softer, she dips her chin, her voice sliding under my guard. “By the way, your ex is behind you. Staring. Ruing the day she let you go. What an idiot.” 
This does something to my heart. A flip, a stutter. My fingers twitch where they hover near the slope of her arm, unsure whether to pull away or hold on tighter.
“Oh ... she’s still here.”
Ashley lifts a brow. “Having such an amazing time you’ve forgotten?”
I glance down, hoping she can’t see the goofy smile working its way onto my face. “Yeah. Maybe.”
We sway in easy silence, the two of us in our own little orbit, until she leans in again. 
“Parker,” she says patient, teasing, “you can move your feet. One foot on the inside, one on the outside. Just follow me.”
Ah. Feet. The things currently acting like if I’ve dipped them in cement.
I attempt a shuffle, which becomes a stomp on her foot, which somehow turns into me tripping over my own. Smooth as ever. Luckily, Ashley grabs me before I face-plant, and suddenly we’re tangled together, bent over, laughing so hard we can barely stand. My stomach cramps. My eyes blur. And god, it’s good.
When I manage to look up and catch that smile, wide, real and unguarded, I want to torch every pair of underwear I own because I will never survive this woman.
We grin at each other, breathless.
“Okay, Twinkle Toes,” I say. “Where did you learn these moves?”
She shrugs. “My mom was a dance teacher in her younger years, so I didn’t have much of a choice. She used to whiz me around the kitchen floor. I’m waiting for the day the good old foxtrot or two-step actually comes in handy.”
I giggle, finally feeling myself loosen. I slide my arms around her neck and draw her closer. My heart pounds, and for once, I don’t care.
“Is this better?” I ask, hoping she can’t hear the shake in my voice.
Her lips hover between a smirk and something quieter, something that knocks the air straight out of me. “A little less robotic, yeah.”
I scoff and nudge her shin with my foot. Her laugh, low and effortless, shivers through me.
Then her palm flattens against the small of my spine. Everything goes quiet and sharp in an instant. My breath catches. Our chests brush. And the heat of her touch spreads like a slow burn.
It’s just us. Her hands on me. Her eyes locked with mine. This gentle, swaying bubble of moonlight and warmth.
Naturally, the blissful moment is rudely interrupted by that all-too-familiar, poorly timed urge to use the bathroom. You’ve got to be kidding me. Now? 
I shift, trying not to break the spell, but Ashley’s brows pull together. 
“What’s wrong?”
I wince. There’s no graceful way to say this. “I, uh ... need to pee.”
Her chuckle is soft, unfairly charming. “Go. Want me to come with you?”
“What, are we in second grade?” I shoot her a smile as I turn, trying to walk like a person who hasn’t been slow-dancing on cloud nine, one sandy foot in front of the other.
“Parker?”
I glance back with a distracted hum.
Ashley points behind her, barely suppressing a grin. “Your room’s that way.”
Of course it is.
 
◆◆◆
 
“Mind if I tag along?” 
The voice catches me off-ground. Yasmin appears out of nowhere, falling into step beside me on the narrow path that cuts through the dunes. Lately, she’s had the persistence of a mosquito. Always there, always buzzing.
“Public beach,” I say flatly, eyes fixed on the horizon. “Walk wherever you want.”
She reaches out, fingers grazing my arm in a gesture that lands wrong. I flinch, not dramatically but enough. 
Her hand drops fast. “Oh. Right. No touching. You’re obviously ... processing.”
A dry sound escapes me, somewhere between a laugh and a breath pushed too hard through my nose. Typical Yasmin. Still under the impression that every storm inside me begins and ends with her. 
“No, Yasmin. I’m good. Really.” 
The words have an edge to them, a serrated quality I can’t quite dull. Truth is, I haven’t fully shaken off that dance with Ashley. Her hands at my waist, her breath near my ear. My skin tingles with the memory, impossible to ignore, and Yasmin’s sudden attempt at pseudo-concern feels about as comforting as having lukewarm Sprite dumped over my head. Flat, sticky, and entirely unwelcome. 
Yasmin, bless her delusion, misses every single cue. 
She steps directly into my path, arms folded. A self-righteous roadblock with something to prove.
“Parker, I’m genuinely worried about you.”
A laugh claws its way up my throat, dry and disbelieving. I swallow it. She certainly wasn’t “worried” when she was fooling around with someone else. Funny how concern always shows up late, uninvited, and empty-handed.
“Thank you for your—”
“You’ve been acting ... not like yourself,” she goes on. “Dating your boss is so—ugh. And Quinn told me about the water course thing where you—”
“Must be all the hot sex she’s having,” comes a voice from behind me.
Ashley.
My personal moonlight mirage, barefoot and glowing, casually striding toward us as if she didn’t just say that out loud. Heat creeps into my cheeks.
“Sweetheart,” she says, the word possessive in a way that feels thrilling, “I was beginning to think you got lost. Or, god forbid, ran into some feral creature.” 
Her eyes flick to Yasmin, and I don’t miss how Yasmin’s face tightens. I bite my lip to keep from laughing.
Ashley doesn’t hesitate. She slips her arm around my hips, and I go lightheaded. Probably reckless too, because my hand drifts lower and gives her butt a quick pinch. Her sharp inhale tells me I’ve surprised her. Good. Fair’s fair after the “hot sex” line.
“You can do that later,” she murmurs. “We have company, remember?” 
She slides a sideways glance to Yasmin, who’s watching us with her mouth drawn in a flat line.
I can’t help myself. I lean closer, press my lips to that sweet spot beneath Ashley’s jaw, breathing her in. The air shifts. She goes rigid. One suspended heartbeat where I think, oh.
But she recovers fast. Apparently, she’s a pro at whatever this is.
Her gaze pins me. Intense. Focused. Almost disarming.
Um.
She moves slowly, deliberately, tucking a loose strand behind my ear. Her fingertips skim the side of my neck, and every word I’ve ever known falls straight out of my head.
Then she kisses me.
Not a maybe. Not a polite brush of lips. It lands with certainty, the kind of kiss that takes up residence in your chest and rewrites the way you breathe.
The dunes go soft around the edges. My knees stop cooperating.
I peel away, blinking, dazed, hyper-aware of the girl in front of me. Ashley. Still there, breath warm and shallow, curling into mine.
Oh, shit.
I stumble, legs unsteady, reaching out for anything that isn’t spinning. She watches me, somehow calm in the wreckage she’s caused. 
“What’s wrong?” she asks, lips parted, glistening.
“You—you can’t kiss me like that,” I say, but it lands with far less conviction than I’d hoped.
Ashley glances over her shoulder. “She’s gone now.” She shrugs. “Anyway, I thought it was kind of hot.”
Kind of hot.
I squint at her. Her smirk deepens as if I’ve played right into her hands. Meanwhile, my brain is doing a whole system reboot. And yeah, kind of hot is a problem for me.
“Better than that kiss you gave me the other night,” she says, not unkind, though smug enough that I bristle.
“It wasn’t even a proper kiss,” I snap.
Which is true. It's also the only line of defense I have against the way my heart’s been veering off-script ever since.
Ashley lifts her hands in mock surrender. It should irritate me, how casual she is, but mostly, it makes me want her all over again.
So I stop thinking. I move. I kiss her. It’s fierce and messy, slightly off-center, and maybe that’s what makes it feel real. More honest than either of us has dared to be.
Granted, it’d be a lot hotter if we didn’t immediately lose our footing and tumble into a flower bed. Twigs snag in my hair. Ashley lands flat on her back in a pile of mulch, bark stuck to her cheek, leaves haloed around her like a chaotic crown.
“I’ve done so many stupid things since I met you,” I say, half-laughing, half-winded.
Her eyes gleam with delight. “Oh yeah? Like what?” 
Not that she waits for an answer. Her fingers bunch into my shirt, hauling me toward her again.
“Like this,” I mumble into her mouth, hands fumbling for balance.
And that’s when my elbow hits something solid.
A dull clunk. A telltale hiss.
No.
A second later, the sprinklers erupt.
Spray blasts us from every direction. Ashley shrieks, throwing her hands over her head as the first jet hits her full in the face.
“What about me?” she gasps, mascara running. “I stole the goddamn security tape of you cheating at golf. Broke into your room with a paper clip!”
Water drips from my chin. “Wait—are we keeping score now?”
She just blinks through the downpour. “Apparently. And—fuck, it’s really wet.”
That’s it. That’s the thing that tips me over the edge. 
My body shakes with laughter. She tries to stand and slips in the mud, and I fold over completely, clutching my stomach as though it might actually split open.
“Come on,” she wheezes, flinging an arm in my general direction. “We’ve gotta get out of here—” 
But I’m nowhere near ready. Not even close.
I catch her wrist and pull her back down. We collapse, breathless giggles tipping into something unhinged. Sprinklers whir and spit. My shirt clings to my skin. Her hair is plastered across her forehead. There’s mulch in places I don’t want to think about. And somehow, none of it feels wrong. 
Eventually, through a blur of tears and hiccuped gasps, I manage to flop upright. Water rolls off me in sheets. I wipe my face with the heel of my hand.
And there they are.
Quinn and Yasmin.
Standing a few feet away, framed by the path. Silent. Staring.
I guess it should matter. And maybe it would, on another day. Except the only thing I feel is the warm press of Ashley’s hand on my hip.
She chooses that moment to stand, knocking me sideways. I yelp as I hit the ground, and she bursts into another fit of laughter, dropping beside me. 
We might be a pair of idiots, but all I can think is, God, she’s beautiful like this. Soaked, wild, laughing as if the world hasn’t managed to break her.
“I swear,” she snorts, flopping onto her stomach, “this is actually impossible. Maybe if we just ... crawl.”
She sets her jaw, determined, and starts dragging her way forward, elbow over elbow. I’m laughing too hard to speak.
“Ready?” she calls over her shoulder, eyes bright.
And suddenly—I am.
 Not just for this. For her.
“Ready,” I choke out.
She waves her arm forward. “Then follow me.”
And I do.
Crawling through dripping leaves and damp mulch, sprinklers hissing in lazy arcs, I stare at her filthy, distracting backside the entire way. 
Honestly, it’s the only thing that makes sense anymore.
 
◆◆◆
 
Of course, the first thing I do is shower.
The second? That’s where it gets interesting.
I stop just shy of the door. The door. The one Ashley broke into last night when she decided she was some kind of queer MacGyver. 
Which means it’s still unlocked.
Which means I could.
A terrible idea. Impulsive. Ill-advised.
But when a gorgeous woman scrambles your brain chemistry, terrible ideas start to feel suspiciously close to invitations. She’s rewired me, flipped some hidden switch that used to sound alarms. Now, it only points to her.
And honestly, when has caution ever done me any favors?
So yeah. I take a step. Another.
I open the door.
And she’s there. Right there.
Not even a breath away, like she knew. Like she’s been waiting for me.
Oh, hell.
The air snaps tight, charged and crackling, a wire stretched too far. My pulse slams against my ribs, frantic. We don’t speak. We don’t move.
Until we do.
"Are we thinking—?"
The words disintegrate.
We lunge.
It’s not graceful. It’s all instinct and ache, mouths crashing, hands searching. Urgency tangled with heat, so fierce it scrapes the edge of pain. She’s everywhere—her fingers digging into my waist, the burn of her breath against my cheek, the gasp that escapes when my hands slip under her shirt.
I stumble. She laughs into my neck but doesn’t let go. 
My spine hits the bar cart, bottles rattle, glass against glass. Then somehow, she’s the one pinned, caged beneath me. Her lips part on a sharp inhale as I push into her, my thigh slotting between hers, and she tilts her hips, chasing friction.
“Why’d you bother getting dressed?” I rasp.
Ashley smirks, and god, it’s lethal. “Could ask you the same thing.”
I can’t stop touching her. I won’t. Fingers threading through her damp hair, gripping her shoulders, skimming the curve of her back. Anywhere. Everywhere. I want to pull her inside my skin, dissolve into her completely.
Teeth graze my earlobe. A sharp nip, breath hot enough to brand.
“You don’t know what you do to me,” she murmurs.
Oh, I have some idea.
I fumble with the buttons on her top, fingers clumsy, rushed. My tank already gone. Forgotten. Ashley tugs at my shorts, shoving them over my hips in one impatient push, and suddenly, nothing matters except skin on skin. The press of her. The heat. The way she moves against me as if we’re made from the same desperate rhythm.
I can’t think, can barely breathe. Maybe I don’t need to.
Then—she pulls away.
“Wait,” she says. Her voice splinters. “Are you sure?” 
Blue eyes, stormy and dark, search my face. Waiting.
Now she’s asking? Now, when I’m practically stripped down to nothing but want?
I almost laugh. I would, if I wasn’t already unraveling.
Oh, Ashley.
I grab her hand, guiding it lower—to feel, to know. Slip it past the thin strip of fabric that might as well not exist. My breath stutters. That sure enough?
Ashley exhales sharply, flexing against me. “Parker—”
Her mouth finds mine again, rough, hungry, and yeah—I think she likes my answer. 
Fingers slide through me, and I gasp, head tipping, hips arching shamelessly into her touch. Greedy. Starving. Hooking a leg around her, drawing her closer, squeezing.
I don’t want space. 
I don’t want distance.
Ashley fists my hair and pulls me back to her, kissing me like she’s trying to devour every sound I make. And when I bite her lip, her moan wrecks me.
I push her lower.
A sharp breath.
She knows exactly what I want—what I’m about to beg for—and she draws it out anyway. Her mouth moves over my breast, circling, sucking until I tremble. To make me plead without words. God, she knows.
Down, down, tracing fire across my stomach, pausing at the curve of my hip, down my inner thigh. Warmth pooling low, pulsing. A slow, open-mouthed kiss lands too close, then not close enough. 
I whimper, spreading wider, offering everything.
A teasing flick of heat.
My body jerks, chasing her. She retreats, breath ghosting over me. Hot, taunting. She’s going to kill me. And I’ll say thank you, choke it out between gasps if that’s what she wants.
“Fuck—”
She hums, pleased with herself, with the breaking of me. Of course she is. And right when I think I can’t take any more—
Heat. Mouth. Tongue.
It all hits at once.
One long, slow drag that snaps my spine tight. I grasp for anything that might hold me together, but there’s no grounding in this. I arch, a cry ripping from my throat.  
Her hands hold me open, keep me still, keep me hers.
Soft lips graze where I need them most. Her fingers move in and out, curling with precision, finding that spot that sends my eyes rolling, makes everything inside me clench.
Ashley works me like she’s memorized every inch of my body. Like she wants to destroy me and put me back together. Like this is just the first chapter.
I want to look down. Watch. Etch the image into memory so deep nothing could erase it. But I can’t. There’s too much. The wet glide of her tongue, the vibrations of her moans, the way my thighs shake, my stomach coils.
I’m not here anymore. I’m untethered. Drifting in sensation. 
“Oh god—Ashley,” I breathe, stretching her name over the heat of her lips, the relentless rhythm of her touch—
Until I shatter.
Come undone against her mouth, lost in the rush, the pressure, the beautiful ruin of her.
 
◆◆◆
 
I taste myself on her lips, and it sends a shiver straight through me. Sharp, electric.
Ashley’s a giver. The kind who takes her time, wrecks you in increments until you’re nothing but nerve endings and flickering light. She’s already wrung me out, left me trembling, breathless, more times than I can count. Now I need to see her break.
The living room is a disaster. Cushions in disarray, the tiki bar cart tipped, one wheel spinning in surrender. We haven’t made it to the bedroom, and I don’t care. I want her here. Close. Stripped of anything but this.
Ashley likes control. Which is why I turn her toward the window, press her against the edge of the desk until there isn’t a whisper of space left between us.

Her palms brace on the wood, fingers spread. In the reflection, our eyes lock. Hers, blown wide, a fragile ring of blue clinging to the edge of all that dark.
“Parker ...”
I slide my hand along her inner thigh and press up.
A gasp. A curse, bitten off.
She’s soaked.
Her breath fogs the glass as I roll my hips against her. There’s no hiding. Not from me. Not from herself.
She watches me in the reflection, and god—the look in her eyes, raw, exposed, waiting for me to take her apart.
It undoes something in me.
I trail my tongue along her neck, palms full of her breasts, thumbs brushing over stiff peaks. Her heartbeat drums beneath my hands. I drift lower, teasing her skin as I go, and I feel it—the tremor ripple through her, the way her body tightens.
She grips the desk harder, shifting restlessly, searching for me.
I draw a slick path with my fingers, steady, deliberate. Back and forth. She’s pulsing around nothing, and I don’t even try to quiet the groan that escapes me.
A firm press of my thumb against her clit.
Her breath shatters.
“God, Parker.” 
Then—bare, pleading—
“More.” 
She’s trying to hold on. I hear it in her pause.
“Please.”
That word shreds me.
I bite gently into the curve of her shoulder, pulling my hand away just long enough to hear her whimper. She bends forward over the desk, offering herself without hesitation, and fuck, I lose whatever control I had left.
One hand settles at the base of her spine, the other sliding inside—two fingers, slow and deep, making sure she feels every inch.
She arches, a broken sound snagging in her throat.
“Mmm ... right there.”
Her body moves against me like she can’t get close enough, hips chasing the rhythm, legs shaking—and I know. I’m past the point of return. Drunk on the way she gives in and takes at the same time.
I reach around with my free hand, circling her clit, and watch how her lip catches between her teeth, eyes glassy in the reflection.
Then she says it.
“Make me come, Parker.”
A whisper, barely shaped. But it detonates in me.
I work her the way I know she needs. Until she’s breaking apart around me with a sound so raw it steals the air from my lungs.
I hold her through it—
Kissing the back of her neck. Her jaw. The corner of her lips. 
Even as the last tremors fade, I don’t let go. 
Not until she’s lost in it.
Not until she’s mine.
 
◆◆◆
 
Morning finds us tangled sideways across the bed. 
Sheets kicked halfway off, my leg thrown over hers as though I’ve got some claim. Waves murmur through the open window, golden light slipping past gauzy curtains, painting Ashley in sun-drenched stripes.
I’m awake first, and for once, I don’t mind. 
Oh my god. I press both hands to my face to smother the ridiculous grin stretching across it. Did that really happen? 
Ashley. What the hell. 
This is reckless. All of it. And yet, I can’t seem to stop myself with her.
I roll onto my side, exhaling slowly, trying to stay in the moment. 
She’s warm and sleep-soft, lashes fanned against flushed cheeks, and there’s something about the light freckles that have bloomed since we’ve been here. My fingertips hover, then give in, grazing a slow line down her bare arm. 
She twitches, nose scrunching in that way that makes my chest feel overstuffed with marshmallows and static electricity.
Yeah, I’m screwed.
Her eyes blink open, hazy, landing on mine. 
“Morning,” I whisper.
“Oh, hey,” she croaks. Her hair is a mess of waves and wild pieces. No surprise, after what she pulled last night.
I brace for awkwardness. A scramble for clothes, some mumbled excuse about coffee or boundaries or pretending this never happened. But instead, she reaches for me. Her palm curves warm against my face, thumb brushing my cheekbone, and she pulls me in for a kiss that unhooks time.
It’s unhurried. Quiet. The kind of kiss that says stay.
Ashley Morgan. Rewriting the script, as always.
When we finally come up for air, she props herself on one elbow. Hair spills across her eye, and she makes no move to fix it. She just looks at me with this easy smile that turns my stomach into a trampoline.
“You’re staring,” I say, suddenly shy under the weight of it.
“I’m admiring,” she counters, smile widening as her fingers drift along my jaw.
And god. The way she says it like it’s obvious, like it’s true. The way her touch feels almost careful now, not frantic like last night. Intention wrapped in warmth. It’s too much. I have no idea where to put all these feelings.
“I’m glad you broke into my suite,” she says softly.
A laugh escapes me. “Technically, I opened an unlocked door.”
“Semantics.”
I roll my eyes, still smiling.
“So ...” I hesitate, the question fragile in my chest. “You enjoyed last night?” 
I mean, the evidence is compelling. But hearing it wouldn’t hurt.
Her hand finds mine under the covers, fingertips drawing lazy, meandering shapes over my knuckles. 
“Every second,” she says.
I loop my fingers through hers. “Me too.”
She smiles, eyes half-lidded. “Tired?”
“No. I mean—some parts are.”
We both laugh, limbs tangled, bodies loose and warm. Seriously, how does everything feel this good? This easy?
Then Ashley shifts, and winces.
“Ow. Something’s digging into me.” She reaches under her hip and pulls out the offending object. “Bark,” she deadpans.
I bite down a laugh. “From the flower bed.” 
Our eyes meet, and we dissolve into laughter, the bed creaking beneath us.
Ashley wipes a tear from her eye. “Guess we should go back and do some restorative gardening.”
I swat at her stomach. “Don’t think Quinn and Yasmin were too impressed with our antics.”
“Ugh. Please don’t drag them into bed with us.”
“You’re right,” I say, moving closer. “I have a better idea.” 
I dip my head to her neck, brushing feather-light kisses along her collarbone, tracing the rise of her breast, the slope of her waist, the spots I already know make her lose her composure.
Her body responds like a drawn bowstring, and—oh, those sounds. The ones that drive. Me. Crazy.
“Mmm,” she murmurs, head falling against the pillow. “We have our networking breakfast in half an hour. Then we need to go over our pitch.”
Deadlines. Pitches. The real world knocking. 
I press another kiss, slower this time. “I know.”
Her hand tangles in my hair. A warning that’s not really a warning. 
“Parker ...”
“What?” I grin against her skin. “Just checking for more bark.” 
“With your mouth?” Her laugh slips into something breathless, words wobbling on the edge of a sigh.
“This is advanced team building,” I tease, lips skimming her navel. “Very cutting edge.”
Pretty sure they don’t cover this in corporate workshops, but they should.
Her response is a soft whimper, her fingers tightening.
“Employee of the month behavior, honestly.” I drift lower. Dangerously so.
“Oh, is that what we’re calling it now?” she gasps, voice unraveling into a sound I know I’ll replay in my head for the rest of my natural life.
The last thing I hear before I disappear beneath the sheets is her breath hitching—
And yeah.
I’m absolutely smiling all the way down.
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Parker
During lunch, I do my best to cage the butterflies and keep my hands to myself while Ashley runs through our pitch. It’s like trying to hold back a tidal wave with a paper napkin. I nod, smile, sip my water, pretending I’m not seconds away from lunging across the table. 
Because what I want is to be on top of her, under her, wrapped around her. 
Frankly, I should be arrested for the sheer number of workplace violations currently playing out in my head. 
Instead, I redirect that restless energy into annihilating my chicken burger and nod very seriously whenever Ashley makes a point. This matters to her, which means it matters to me.
At exactly 1:00 p.m., we present to the Hendersens. 
I do what I’m told. Smile brightly, throw in a few supportive comments, and click on everything I’m supposed to in the PowerPoint slides. I also try hard not to stare at Harry’s Velcro sandals. The man makes it difficult.
Ashley nails it. She could’ve been hawking used tissues with a side of snake oil, and I still would’ve signed on the dotted line. Sure, I might be neck-deep in feelings—but even with the heart eyes, I know exceptional work when I see it.
“Happy?” I ask once we’re out of the line of fire.
“Yeah. That went well, right?”
“Uh-huh.” Understatement of the year.
Although I couldn’t help noticing how she glossed over Isla Glow and offered Honey nothing more than a polite, noncommittal smile when she brought it up. So, no one’s going to tell the Hendersens their shiny new product is a flaming pile of garbage? Cool, got it.
Ashley flips into full boss mode. “Look, at the core of this pitch, we reinforced one undeniable truth: consistency wins. We’ve delivered high-performing campaigns, driven sales, and elevated their brand visibility. Again and again. They’d be taking an enormous risk walking away—especially in an unpredictable market where loyalty is currency.”
“Definitely,” I say, watching the light gather in her eyes.
I should not be this turned on by a marketing monologue. And yet.
“Consumers are cutting back. Competitors are circling. Stability isn’t just smart—it’s survival—”
I yank her to a halt when my ex-radar starts pinging. Around the corner, voices. Familiar ones. Yasmin and Quinn, mid-squabble.
“Why are they having more fun than we are?” Yasmin whisper-hisses.
“What are you saying, Yasmin? You want me to throw you in the goddamn flower bed? Because I will—say the word.”
Yasmin scoffs. “Of course not. My hair. It’s—well ... every time I see them, they’re smiling. And look at their social media!” 
Quinn lets out a scandalized noise. “Aren’t you having a good time? We’re in fucking paradise.”
“Yes ...” Yasmin mutters, clawing at an angry red blotch on her arm.
I snort. Ashley grins.
“Come on,” I say, tugging her gently by the elbow. “Let’s leave the happy couple to it.”
With a shared smile, we slip down a quieter path toward our suites.
 
◆◆◆
 
An hour later, we’re stretched out on my balcony in bikinis, Ashley’s long, bronzed legs framing mine on a shared lounger as we soak up the last of the Fijian sun.
I’m scrolling through my phone, mind pleasantly blank, when a laugh escapes, unexpected and sharp.
She nudges my foot. “What?” 
I shake my head, biting back my grin. “Nothing.”
Ashley shifts, one arm looping around my waist. “Okay, that’s it. Spill.”
I press my lips together, but another giggle slips out. Hopeless.
She kisses my shoulder, amused. “Now you have to show me.”
“It’s the boat photo.”
I try to keep it together. The second I hold up the screen, though, I lose it. “You—you look like Cousin Itt.”
Ashley snatches my phone, eyes widening. “Oh my god. Where the heck are my eyes?!”
I twist toward her, snorting so hard it burns.
She glares at the screen, then at me. “How? How is this even the same photo? There is some truly cruel photography at work here. You’re basically a sun-kissed, perfectly poised mermaid, and I’m ... that. Parker, some would call this sabotage.” 
She tosses my phone through the open door and narrows her eyes. “You need to pay.”
I scoot back, laughing anyway. “No—wait.”
“Nope.” She lunges, grabbing my leg.
“Ashley!” I yelp, kicking uselessly. “No! Mercy!”
“Very funny.” She drags me closer.
“Wait! I’ll do anything you want!”
That gives her pause. Her eyes gleam. Oh no. I know that look.
“Anything?” she repeats, glancing around as if she’s about to commit a minor felony.
“... Um. Yes?” I swallow. 
Her finger skims up my ribcage, light as air but somehow still setting my whole body on fire. And then, with practiced ease, she reaches behind me and unhooks my bikini top. 
Right. So, that’s where we’re at.
My breath stutters as her mouth lowers to my breast, tongue warm and unhurried, pulling a soft moan from my lips before I can stop it. My head tips back, hips angling toward her because, apparently, I’m weak. 
Noted. Give Ashley an inch and she’ll take the whole damn sky. 
 
◆◆◆
 
It’s the final night of this whirlwind trip.
And okay, I might be slightly devastated that it’s ending.
Break out the world’s tiniest violin. Poor me. Nearly a week in paradise, basking in the sun, eating like a queen, and oh yeah, sharing both a bed and a lounge chair with the most magnetic woman I’ve ever met. Someone alert the authorities, I’m suffering.
Dinner unfolds beachside. Tiki torches flicker, the moon working overtime to set the mood while waves hush against the shore. Two long tables stretch across the sand, candlelight dancing inside delicate glass lanterns.
There’s lovo—slow-roasted pork, fish, and vegetables, unearthed from underground ovens and heaped onto serving platters. The dessert station glitters with spun sugar, poached pears, and something gold-dusted and ridiculous. Everything’s tucked beneath clear domes to keep the bugs out.

Not that I’m paying much attention.
Because Ashley is looking at me.
Not at Kylie, the walking temptation, subtly mashing her boobs together in that fire-engine-red, painted-on bodycon dress. Not at her sultry ex across from her, making bedroom eyes. Just me.
And god, the way that hits. It’s gravity and freefall colliding in my chest.
I definitely gave myself a once-over in the mirror. More like a ten-over, really. Off-the-shoulder dress? Check. Breasts? Contained. No surprise nip-slip situation. Unlike my roommate Erin, I took my post-hookup wardrobe responsibilities very seriously tonight.
Ashley mouths, Hey.
I mouth back, Hi.
She smiles. I smile. My cheeks warm the way they do when you’ve been caught doing something wildly inappropriate. Which, to be fair, I have. 
What even was that on the balcony? Who am I right now? Ashley’s turned me into someone who bites their lip and moans in broad daylight. Someone who says, “anything you want,” and actually means it. And worse—I like this version of me.
Then Harry stands and clears his throat.
“Thank you once more for joining us here in paradise,” he says. “It’s been a pleasure getting to know each of you on a personal level. We appreciated your pitches today, and we’ll be in touch soon with our decision. You’ve certainly given us a lot to think about.” 
He chuckles. We laugh, as if we’re not completely drained.
A waiter appears with a tray, and my stomach drops. Small glasses filled with that dreaded brown liquid. Oh no. Not kava again. 
I glance at Ashley, pleading. She’s barely holding in her laugh, making weird hand gestures. What is that, pretend to faint? Toss it into the sea? 
The waiter hovers. I cave and take one.
Harry beams. “Now, cheers! Let’s have a wonderful night.”

I knock it back and gag. It’s as vile as ever. Yep, won’t be missing this crap.
Then something splashes onto my foot. I look down to find a puddle forming, and Nellie, my neighbor, calmly setting her empty glass on the tray with a saintly expression.
She dumped hers. Right under the table. Onto me.
Genius. Why didn’t I think of that?
To my left, Quinn flashes her fakest smile, eyes dead behind it. Good riddance, honestly. Beside her, Yasmin, red and rashy, clearly still irritated, aggressively stabs at her parcel of fish. Trouble in paradise doesn’t feel metaphorical tonight. 
But eventually, the tension loosens. The table breathes again.
I let the chatter fade into the background and take in the scene one last time. The moon gleaming silver on the water, torches swaying with the tide. It’s beautiful. Almost heartbreakingly so. 
This place feels like its own little pocket universe, sealed off from reality. A bubble of sun-soaked absurdity. And god, I’m going to miss it.
More than the beach, the sunsets, or even the war crime that is kava, I know what I’ll miss most. This. Whatever this is between Ashley and me. It’s been ridiculous and stupid and so much fun, and somehow, the most alive I’ve felt in years.
I glance at her again, catching the sparkle in her eyes as she laughs at something I didn’t hear.
For a moment, I wish this bubble could last forever. But bubbles don’t. They pop. They always do.
Still, as the night hums around me, as the waves kiss the shore and her laughter settles somewhere deep in my bones, I can’t help hoping some part of this follows me home.
 
◆◆◆
 
We’re back in Chicago, bleary-eyed and running on the kind of exhaustion that makes basic motor skills challenging. After a red-eye and a layover that stretched into oblivion, I’ve completely lost track of time. I don’t know what day it is, only that it refuses to end.
Despite her place being closer to the airport, Ashley insisted on dropping me off first.
I didn’t argue.
I also don’t hate it.
Which is, unfortunately, part of the problem.
Every small, unthinking kindness adds itself to the growing tally I’ve been trying not to label Reasons I’m Screwed. She makes it too easy to fall, and far too hard to tell if she’s doing it because she wants to, or because that’s simply who she is. Generous. Kind. Disarming without meaning to be.
And yet, there’s this low-grade buzz of anxiety skittering around in my chest. We haven’t exactly broached the “so ... what now?” conversation, not even brushed against it. But Ashley’s acting normal, so I decide not to ambush her with relationship talk after twenty-two straight hours of airplanes and airports. I want her clear-headed. 
Plus, I smell. I desperately need a shower. 
“We’re here—hang on, I’ll give you a hand,” she says as the cab slows in front of my building.
“Ashley, seriously, it’s fine. I think I can handle the perilous ten steps to my front door.” I shoot her a reassuring smile, one that falters slightly under the weight of my suitcase, which immediately yanks me sideways.
Ashley turns to the driver. “Would you mind waiting for a minute?”
He barely looks up from his phone. That’s a yes, apparently. 
She grabs my suitcase before I can argue. Our shoulders bump, and we exchange a small, tired smile. 
At the top step, Ashley’s heel catches the edge of the stone.
“Oh—are you—” 
I reach for her. Nice in theory, useless in practice. I somehow trip over my own feet and lurch forward, dragging both of us down onto the landing.
There’s a split second of wide-eyed horror, then breathless, wheezing laughter bubbles up through sheer fatigue.
“Shit. Sorry,” Ashley gasps, brushing hair from her face.
She stands first and extends a hand. I take it.
“Probably more my fault,” I mumble. “Believe it or not, that was an attempt to help.”
She laughs, a yawn tangled in the sound.
“You sure you’re okay?” she asks, fingers curled around mine.
“Uh-huh.” I squeeze back.
We sway slightly on our feet, two sleep-deprived people who clearly should not be trusted to navigate stairs. The jet lag doesn’t help. 
Ashley snorts and releases my hand, rubbing  her eyes. “Well,” she says. “On that mortifying note, I think I—”
“Parker, you’re home!”
A human missile crashes into me from the side, grocery bags swinging. 
“Erin. Hey—”
Something dense and mysterious smacks my head. I see stars. Actual stars.
“Ow! God, Erin—”
“Shit! Sorry!” Erin drops her bags into one arm and starts patting my head, as if that will help. “I was just excited to see you. I got that weird cheese you like, the triple-cream one that smells like gym socks? Figured we’d do a welcome back thing. I know it’s late, but—”
Mid-sentence, she notices Ashley. 
Her eyes go wide. Her smile goes wider.
“Oh. Hello.” 
I motion vaguely. “Erin, this is Ashley. Ashley, Erin.” 
Ashley nods, amused. “Ah, yes. The roommate. Hi.”
“Hey ...” Erin says slowly, her gaze darting between us. I can practically hear her running calculations. Height difference. Proximity. The magnetic field of two people clearly trying not to touch.
And I know her. I know her. She’s half a second away from unleashing a comment that’ll make me want to move to another country. 
“You’re the boss. The fake girlfriend. The—”
“Great. We’re done here.” I shove her toward the entrance, dragging my suitcase.
“Goodbye, pink rabbit vibrator,” she snickers under her breath.
Ashley probably didn’t catch it. My face, however, catches fire.
“Well! Thanks, Ashley. For the ride and the, um ... yep. Really appreciate it. See you tomorrow!” 
Ashley’s mouth twitches. She’s definitely enjoying this.
“Okay. See you, Parker.” 
Except we don’t move.
Our eyes lock. Blue on whiskey. Whiskey on blue.
And suddenly, this is weird. Why is this weird? 
I don’t want to leave. I want her to say stay. 
Or follow me in. Or kiss me. Or pin me against the elevator wall and whisper every terrible idea she has.
But I just stand there, caught in the pause. The ache of possibility.
The moment shivers. A hairline crack in time, poised to split open.
Then Erin tugs me inside.
The elevator doors slide shut, and she immediately rounds on me.
“Jesus. That was your boss?”
“Mmm.” I sigh, staring at nothing.
“Now I fucking understand.” She jabs a finger in my direction. “The desperate messages. The emotional spiral. You’re obsessed.”
I snort. Not entirely untrue.
She claps her hands, beaming. “We’re cracking open the Veuve tonight, and I want every single detail.” 
Okay, fine. I have to tell her at some point.
But right now, all I can think is—
What the hell happens next?
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Parker
I go to work. I sit. I stare. That’s it.
I’m at my desk, phone pressed to my ear, nodding along while someone drones on about—what was it? Office supplies? God help me. I toss in the occasional “Mmhmm,” pretending I’m deeply invested in bulk pricing for paper clips. 
Paper clips. And just like that, I’m gone. Catapulted back to the resort. To her breaking into my suite. To me opening the door. To everything that came after.
I shift in my seat, spine stiff, pulse loud in my throat. Not now. But my brain, charming saboteur that it is, has left the building. It’s off floating somewhere in a lust-drunk haze, rolling around in fancy sheets and Ashley’s laugh.
And Ashley isn’t helping.
Not when she keeps striding past my desk in that skirt. The one that clings to every place my hands were only days ago.
I want to be a model employee. Professional. Sharp. Laser-focused. 
I also want to push her against the nearest flat surface and make a mess of that outfit.
Reconciling these ambitions is proving ... difficult.
Then, out of nowhere, Rose walks in with her baby. 
My grip tightens on the phone. What the heck is she doing here?
Classic Rose, pushing the stroller through the office like she’s leading a royal procession, smiling and waving at everyone as if she’s the queen herself.
She spots me instantly and beams. “Oh, hello, Parker. You’re back. Forgot to call your twin sister, did you?”
Seriously? Does she not remember her last text? Although, in fairness, I might be actively avoiding her. I am not in a state to explain anything.
I slap a hand over the mouthpiece. “Rose—”
She waves me off, regal as ever. “Ashley’s expecting us.”
Fantastic. Because what I really need right now is for my big-mouth sister to have a cozy one-on-one with the woman I was very, very naked with a few days ago.
She knocks once, and in a voice too loud to ignore, sings, “Hi, Ashley! It’s your favorite assistant!”
I close my eyes.
My god. My sister is a national embarrassment.
Ashley’s response is low and amused: “Come in.” 
And my stomach flips with butterflies. I’m on such high alert that I cover it in case anyone can hear them.
“I brought little William,” Rose trills.
I tune out my phone call completely. Someone is still yammering about supplier delays, but at this point, they could be narrating the fall of Rome for all I care. My entire being is trained on the muffled sounds behind Ashley’s office door.
Are they talking about me? About the trip? The naked part?
Rose is going to murder me, and I’ll deserve it.
Actually, no. This is her fault. She’s the one who got me this job. She shoved me into Ashley’s orbit and practically served me up on a silver platter. She sent me on that trip. To that absurdly romantic, no one-would-blame-you-for-making-bad-decisions setting.
Except yeah. I cannot even convince myself of that.
Not knowing what else to do, I busy myself by the printer, flipping through papers. A new sign catches my eye, almost inconspicuous behind a stack of blank reams:
If you print more than 50 pages, I hope you have a really bad day.
I press my lips together, fighting a laugh. Clarice is clearly still on her passive-aggressive campaign trail. No way Ashley or Sarah have seen this yet.
Forty-six minutes pass, not that I’m counting, before Rose finally steps out of Ashley’s office. She spots me loitering near the stationery cupboard and steers the stroller in my direction.
My pulse ticks up.
Her brow arches. “Okay. What did you do?”
“Huh?”
Rose narrows her eyes, voice dropping to a whisper, “Ashley’s smiling—”
I go rigid. “Shut. Up.”
Without thinking, I clamp a hand around her elbow and drag her into the elevator, mashing the button. She watches me with that damn detective’s gaze as the doors close, sealing us in a tiny, claustrophobic box of unavoidable interrogation.
Then it happens. The sharp intake of breath. The slow-dawning realization.
Rose’s eyes go full saucer. “Oh my god. You guys totally had sex!” There’s also some unnecessary squealing. Possibly even a seal clap. 
“Shhh!” I plead, my face igniting to what must be a nuclear shade of red. Honestly, can we have one day where my big sister cannot read me straight away?
She ignores my suffering, eyes glittering with pure, uncut glee. “On the trip, huh? I knew it! How many times?”
“Rose.”
She throws a hand over the emergency bell. “I swear to god, Parker—I’ll do it. I so will. You won’t make it to the lobby—”
“No! Okay, okay ... once.”
Rose scoffs. “Lies.”
“Twice.”
Her arms fold. “You’re a liar living in a mansion of lies.”
I sigh, surrendering. “All right, I lost count.”
There’s a pause. I scrunch my face. “Wait. You’re not mad?”

“That you’re”—she clears her throat, eyes practically glowing—“banging Ashley?”
I nod. 
She grins. William gurgles with laughter. 
And I’m drowning in confusion.
“Hold up ... You lost your mind over the fake dating thing, but this is fine?”
Rose shrugs. “I thought you’d blown it before it even got started.”
“Rose, what—?”
“I knew you’d form an attachment at some point.”
My stomach drops. That cold whoosh like missing the last stair in the dark.
The pieces rearrange themselves with alarming clarity. Her smug little nudges. The convenient job offer. The suspiciously well-timed trip.
I gasp. “Did you plan this?”
She shrugs. “I mean, as the most important woman in both your lives, it might’ve crossed my mind for a millisecond to set you up. Especially given how wildly inept you both are at finding suitable partners.” 
Her smile turns wicked. “So ... yeah, maybe.”
“Rose!” I smack her arm. 
She’s as ridiculous as ever.
“Ow! I just birthed a whole human, thank you very much.”
“I didn’t smack your vag—” My protest dies as the elevator dings.
The doors slide open, revealing Ashley, Roxy, and Bryan standing there in all their inconveniently well-timed glory.
I feel my soul leave my body.
Rose lets out a delighted snort and waves. “Oh, hey again, team. Loving the workplace synergy at the moment. Keep it up!”
I make a noise. Kind of like a dying bird. 
Because while the conversation might be over, my blush is going nowhere.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Parker
Even though we haven’t defined whatever this is, I go ahead and block off one evening in Ashley’s calendar for obedience training.
For her pets. Not her. 
Because I’m a responsible, detail-oriented assistant who follows through on her promises.
Okay, fine. Maybe I also really want to see her outside of work. And given my sister’s uncanny ability to pop up uninvited, Ashley’s apartment feels like the safer, more private option. Fewer awkward questions, and less risk of someone casually mentioning battery-powered pink rabbits.
So here I am. Standing outside her building, one hand wrapped around a bag of takeout (I remembered she doesn’t cook), and the other resting near the concealed stash in my coat pocket. My secret arsenal.
I press the buzzer. 
A cacophony of barking, shouting, and possibly a crash erupts from somewhere above. I bite down a laugh. She did warn me.
A breathless “Oh! Hi!” crackles through the intercom. The lock clicks, and I head inside.
By the time I reach her floor, she’s peeking through a barely cracked door, looking flustered and disheveled in a way that completely derails my brain. It drags me straight back to her bed in Fiji.
The wood shudders as something heavy slams into it.
I blink. “Oh. Um.”
“Just Penelope. Being dramatic again.” 
Another hit, louder this time. I laugh. Can’t help it.
“For god’s sake, Penelope,” Ashley mutters. She looks at me, half-apologetic. “Are you sure you want to come in?”
“Do I need armor? Kidding—of course.”
“Okay, one sec.”
She opens the door wider, wrangling chaos in her arms. A small spaniel trembles with kinetic rage while Penelope, the tabby, looks ready to launch herself at my face.
Ashley exhales, hair stuck to one temple. “Hi. Welcome to the madhouse.”
“Hi again.” I smile.
We hesitate, caught in an awkward dance of Do we hug? Do we kiss? Better not. Not with the furry bodyguards throwing me the stink-eye.
Ashley adjusts the writhing animals in her grip. “Um, should I put them in a room?”
“No. Let’s get straight to work.” 
I sound way more confident than I feel. For this to happen, she’ll need to leave me alone with them.
Her brows rise. “You sure?”
I am not. Andrew has gone eerily quiet, but everything about his rigid body tells me he’s recharging for round two. Penelope hasn’t blinked for thirty seconds.
Still, they don’t hate all women. Only the ones they haven’t vetted yet. So there’s a sliver of hope.
I nod. “Absolutely. Trust me.”
“Okay. Here goes.” She takes a breath and lets go.
Andrew drops to the floor, hackles raised. Penelope perches on the couch, every inch the vengeful goddess.
Ashley lingers in the doorway. 
I make a shooing motion. She snorts and disappears down the hall, footsteps fading.
The second she’s gone, I pull out my secret weapon. Treats. Not any treats. These are the latest in pet behavioral science: all-natural, botanical-infused, anti-anxiety, chicken-flavored miracles. I spent two nights binge-watching Dogs Behaving Badly to prepare for this moment. Dogs, cats. Close enough.
Andrew growls. Penelope’s tail snaps back and forth.
I inhale, kneeling slowly, praying no sudden moves result in blood loss.
“All right, you little demons,” I murmur.
First treat lands halfway between me and Andrew. He sniffs it suspiciously, then pounces, tail thumping. Point for me. 
Penelope remains, predictably, unimpressed.
“Oh, we’re playing hardball, huh?” I toss a smaller piece underhand. Her paw flashes, claws out, and it’s gone. She flops dramatically onto her side, belly exposed. An olive branch, feline style.
That’s what I thought.
One by one, I bribe my way into their good graces. Each morsel chips away at their suspicion. Within minutes, they’re putty in my hands. Sure, Andrew almost took a chunk out of my finger, but we’re cool. 
I stifle a laugh, barely believing my own success. “And you guys were supposed to be the scary ones.”
“Ashley!” I call. “You can come in!”
She rounds the corner and stops short. Her eyes flick between me, Andrew slumped against my thigh, and Penelope flat on her back, paws curled, eyes half-lidded in blissful surrender.
“Oh my god,” she breathes. “How did you—what did you—?”
I grin, scratching behind Andrew’s ears while Penelope leans into my other hand. We’re the picture of tranquility. A domesticated dream.
“Told you,” I say. “I have a way with animals.”
Ashley’s stunned expression doesn’t budge. “Honestly? I thought you’d be in pieces. Wow. They love you. You’re like a dog-cat whisperer or something.”
Yep. Or something. 
Penelope picks this exact moment to extend a dainty paw, guiding my hand closer so she can flick out her sandpaper tongue and lick it. A tiny gesture of acceptance. Or maybe dominance. Hard to say with cats.
Ashley fumbles for her phone. “I have to tell my friend Sam. She has a Doberman that regularly attacks the mailman.”
I blink. “Dober—uh, I mean, that’s probably—”
“There. Done.” She grins, tapping the screen. “Sam lives across the street. I’ll tell her to bring Buddy by.”
My smile goes tight. “Mmhmm.” 
Definitely need to work on my lying. Fast.
Ashley’s still marveling. “And they’re not even hungry. This time of night, they’re usually feral. Meowing, barking, pawing like they haven’t eaten in years. This is nuts.”
It really is.
She gestures to Andrew, snoring away, and Penelope practically purring herself into a coma.
Her eyes return to me, slightly starry.
I force a casual laugh. “Guess I’ve got a calming presence.”
She nods, clearly buying it. Okay. Time to change the subject before she starts championing me as the neighborhood pet exorcist.
I clear my throat, gaze drifting to the walls, covered floor to ceiling in paintings. Vivid, chaotic strokes of color layered over intricate linework. The kind of art that makes you pause, not because you get it, but because it makes you want to.
“Wow,” I say. “You’ve got a whole gallery in here. All your sister’s?”

Ashley follows my eyes. “Yeah. Have any spare walls?”
“Uh-huh. Sure. Whole apartment’s beige. Could use some reckless creativity,” I grin, twisting around, taking it in. There’s movement in these pieces, something alive. “Grace is really good.”
She smiles proudly. “I think so.”
“You’re her biggest fan.”
She shrugs, but the way her eyes soften tells me everything. She loves hard, no matter the cost. And yeah, if I wasn’t already halfway gone, that might’ve done it.
 
◆◆◆
 
Later, we’re curled up barefoot on the couch, takeout in our laps, wine glasses balanced on the armrests. It’s casual, unpolished, a little messy. And I love it. 
I love her like this.
Ashley sets her bowl down with a satisfied sigh. “The pho was amazing. Thank you.” 
“My pleasure.” I slide mine next to hers, chopsticks clinking as they settle.
Her smile is unfair. Ridiculous, even. I’m trying not to stare, which of course means I’m definitely staring. 
So I redirect, gaze drifting to a shelf beside us, where a framed photo catches my attention. A couple stands in front of a cherry-red Pontiac Firebird, dressed in full ’70s glory. Bell-bottoms, paisley shirts, sunglasses so big they could double as windshields. They’re mid-laugh, heads tipped together, impossibly happy in that way people only seem to be in vintage photographs.
I nod toward it. “Your parents?”
Ashley glances over and chuckles. “Yeah. Janice and Kurt Morgan, 1976. That car was Dad’s first true love.”
I lean in, squinting at the gravity-defying situation on her mom’s head. “Your mom’s hair is, um ...”
“Massive?”
I choke on a laugh. “Some of it didn’t fit in the frame.” 
Ashley laughs too, bright and unguarded. Then her smile shifts, and something more reflective settles behind her eyes. “It’s the only photo I found where they look genuinely happy. So that’s how I choose to remember them.”
It lands quiet in my chest. A gentle weight, but a weight all the same. I don’t push. She told me enough in Fiji to know where the lines are.
Instead, I say, “You look like your dad.”
She nods. “My sister’s got my mom’s genes. I got the Morgan forehead and the awkward smile. Kind of geeky.”
I grin. “Listen, geeky’s a spectrum. And wildly subjective.” 
She throws a pillow at me. I duck, laughing. 
“Also tall, dark, devastatingly handsome,” I add. “Try not to let it go to your head.”
Ashley snorts and slouches deeper into the cushions. “Thanks. I think.” She pauses, listening. “Hear that?”
“What?”
“Exactly.” She closes her eyes, smiling faintly. “Total bliss.”
I laugh softly. “You do look scarily relaxed.”
She exhales slowly, gaze unfocused. “I forgot what it feels like to do this. To sit still without feeling as though I should be doing seventeen other things.”
There’s a vulnerability in the way she says it. Maybe this isn’t something she lets herself have very often. Moments that make no demands, ask nothing in return.
“More wine?” I reach for the bottle.
“Please.” Ashley holds out her glass, watching as I pour. “You’ve thought of everything. Obedience training, takeout, wine ...”
“Just being a diligent assistant,” I tease. “Glad you accepted my after-hours invite.”
She swirls the deep red, eyes flicking up to mine. “Why wouldn’t I?”
I shrug. I can think of a dozen reasons. Better offers, perhaps. Someone else. My brain, as usual, spins out faster than I can catch it.
“It’s the perfect night in,” she says, tipping her head to the side. “Except ...”
My pulse trips. “Except?”
“Well, you haven’t kissed me yet.”
The words land like a lit match to dry kindling.
I let out a breathy laugh. “Yeah, I wasn’t sure if I was going to get my face bitten off by the welcoming committee.”
Smiling, she sets her glass down. “They’re dead to the world. And very pro-you, in case you missed that. So ...” 
So.
Her hand finds my face, fingers warm against my jaw, thumb tracing along the edge as if mapping something important. Goosebumps chase her touch, and my heart skips, catches, then races again, forgetting its own rhythm entirely.
“I can do this,” she whispers, lips a breath from mine.
And for once, finally, the noise in my head goes completely silent.
 
◆◆◆
 
“Oh my god—Ashley—”
A painting clatters to the floor as my shoulders hit the wall. I barely notice it over the rush of heat coursing beneath my skin.
Ashley grabs my ass, lifting me with an ease that shouldn’t be this hot. But it is. My legs lock around her instinctively, her grip firm and possessive. Too much. Not enough.
The room tilts. A desk, the couch, something sharp jabs my hip. Chopsticks, probably. We’re spinning through the remnants of dinner, but there’s no universe in which I care about takeout-related injuries—not when Ashley is holding me like this, her mouth burning a path along my jaw, my throat, lingering maddeningly along my collarbone. Every touch makes my fingers curl deeper into her hair, urging her lower—
Oh.
Her tongue slides over my nipple, hot and unrelenting, and pleasure rips through me so fast it’s almost violent. My head knocks into a shelf. Something wobbles.
A frame. Her parents, smiling at us. Smiling at me.
Wonderful. Front-row seats to my rapid moral descent. 
I reach up and slap it face-down, cheeks warming. Ashley just laughs quietly, the sound vibrating deliciously against my skin. Any shame vanishes the instant she sinks to her knees. 
Her palms skim up my thighs, parting them with the kind of possession that leaves no doubt. And then—
Fuck.
Heat. Softness. Slow, devastating pressure. My hands grab blindly—her shoulders, the couch, the corner of the coffee table—as she dismantles me, piece by trembling piece.
Tension coils, unbearable, winding tighter. Tighter. Pulling me closer to some edge I won’t survive, but won’t stop chasing. My body bows, meeting her. Her name breaks from my lips, fractured and raw.
The fallen painting. The overturned frame. The scattered chopsticks. The apartment could collapse around us, and I wouldn’t even blink.
Because right now, there’s only Ashley—and whatever ruinous, beautiful thing she’s doing to me.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Ashley
I’ve been awake for a while, floating in that honey-thick space between sleep and morning, where everything feels too good to be real, which, of course, means it won’t last. Any second, the universe will remember its oversight and quietly take it away.
But Parker’s still here, fingers curled loosely against my hip, as if she’s holding on even in sleep.
She makes me crazy in ways I haven’t begun to untangle. And I’ve already slipped past the point where infatuation could explain any of this.
I trail a finger down her freckled cheek, light as a whisper. She flinches, lashes fluttering, lips parting around a sound she doesn’t finish. I wonder where she is now. If I’m there too.
This morning feels different. 
There’s a hush to it. A rare, cotton-soft quiet that makes the whole world feel gentler somehow. And lying next to Parker, I feel gentler too. Like some part of me has unclenched without permission. The parts I spent two years hardening out of necessity are stirring, uncertain but curious. Asking if it’s safe to come back. 
It’s unsettling. Not in a bad way. More like finding yourself barefoot in a room you forgot had carpet. Strange, unfamiliar comfort. A softness I’m not sure I’ve earned.
And yet, I’m seriously considering calling in sick. Me. The person whose idea of rest is answering emails horizontally. I don’t even own a thermometer. My immune system runs on caffeine and resentment.
But here, in this, none of it matters. All I want is Parker, warm beside me. Dressed or naked, speaking or silent. Just here. Just this stillness, right before the world remembers we exist.
Then, inevitably, her phone alarm starts blaring from under yesterday’s clothes.
Shit.
I reach blindly, patting across denim until my fingers land on something soft and crinkled. Not a phone. I pull it out. Treats. A whole-ass stash of them.
The alarm cuts off, and I turn my head to her, smothering a laugh. So. Parker isn’t some mystical animal whisperer. She’s simply got bribery down to a science.
Before I can say anything, the bedroom door bursts open.
Penelope and Andrew barrel into the room like tiny, determined missiles. They charge straight for Parker, not even a glance in my direction. Typical.
Parker startles awake with a gasp, laughing as Andrew covers her face in excited kisses and Penelope headbutts her cheek.
I push onto my elbows, amused. “Hey, sleepyhead. Sorry—the cavalry got tired of waiting.”
She blinks blearily at the chaos. “Oh,” she croaks. “Thanks for the morning love.”
“They’re probably hungry,” I say, trying to hide my smirk.
“Yeah.” She stretches, still smiling.
“Want to feed them?”
“Uh, sure. I can do that.” She starts to wriggle free, but I pass her the jeans.
“Think they prefer the snacks in your pockets.”
Parker freezes. Her eyes narrow, then widen in horror.
“Oh god. You know.” 
“Yeah. I’m onto you.”
She groans, smacks me with the jeans, and flops onto the bed, dragging the duvet over her head.
A muffled, “I was going to dispose of the evidence before you found out.”
I laugh, peeling back a corner of the covers to find her pink-cheeked and adorable. For some reason, it makes me want to kiss her even more.
“You’re incredible,” I tell her.
“I am?” She looks genuinely surprised, which sets us both off, laughing, tangled up in bedding, in each other. And honestly, there’s no point fighting the inevitable.
Later, when it’s almost time to pretend we’re responsible adults with jobs, I glance across the bed and sigh. Somehow, Penelope and Andrew have annexed the middle, limbs sprawled in unbothered sleep, both pressed against Parker, while I lie pin-straight on the far edge, hanging on like an afterthought.
“I need a bigger bed,” I mutter. A king. California king. Hell, maybe two beds pushed together.
Parker turns her head on the pillow, grinning. “It’s ... cozy.”
“Cozy? I’m one wrong breath away from hitting the carpet.”
She reaches for me anyway, fingers curling around my wrist, tugging me closer. Something traitorous swells in my chest. 
“Better?” she whispers.
“Mmhmm,” I manage, throat tightening around the word. “Think this would be a deal-breaker? Relationship-wise?”
She laughs softly. “What, sleeping in a pile of unconditional love? Definitely not.”
It’s right there, sitting on my tongue. Stupid, honest, maybe even borderline terrifying. One more second and I’ll tip all the way over. Say something I won’t be able to take back.
But before I can crack myself open, Andrew launches off the bed, barking.
I go with him, landing hard on the floor.
Somewhere beyond the door, unmistakably, whistling.
Aunt Vee.
My brain stalls. Then it ignites. I shoot upright, grab the first piece of clothing I find, and hurl it at Parker.

“Get dressed. Now.”  



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Parker
A t-shirt hits me square in the face. 
“It’s Aunt Vee,” Ashley whispers, breath catching.
“What?” I croak, tugging the fabric over my head with fingers that suddenly don’t work the way they used to. 
Somehow in the scramble, I realize with genuine horror that I’ve also stepped into her underwear. Inside out. Backward. Lace slicing into places it has no right to be.
So this is how I go. Not in a blaze of meaning, but ensnared in someone else’s lingerie while paramedics try to cut me loose and Ashley sobs into a throw pillow.
Across the room, Ashley attempts a pivot that turns into a frantic spin and slams directly into the closet door.
Perfect. Now it looks like we’re running a very poorly organized sex cult.
From the hallway, a voice calls, “Who’s there?”
Ashley’s eyes go wide. She grabs my wrist. I reach for the doorframe in a last-ditch effort to preserve my dignity.
Too late. We spill into the living room.
And that’s when I see her.
Tiny. Elderly. A cloud of gray curls fizzing in every direction. She’s serenely stroking Penelope, who’s luxuriating on top of Ashley’s open laptop. 
Penelope stretches one paw and gently taps Vee’s nose. Vee giggles.
“I don’t know why your mama keeps saying you’re possessed. You look like an innocent little angel to me.”
Then she turns, sees us, and clutches her chest. 
“Oh, hi! You’re here! Thought it was that darn possum in the roof again.”
Ashley pulls her robe snug. I, on the other hand, have nothing to tighten. Just a too-small, innuendo-heavy t-shirt that barely skims my upper thighs. I tug at the hem. It rises defiantly.
“Vee. I—we didn’t mean to ...” Ashley begins.
“Give me another heart attack?” Vee deadpans. She softens into a grin. “Thank you, sweetheart.”
At least she’s got a sense of humor.
Ashley crosses the room quickly and kisses her cheek. “What are you doing here, Aunt Vee?”
“Hi, darling. Came to water your plants,” Vee says, patting Ashley’s face as though she’s still six and missing a front tooth. She leans back, eyes sharp. “Well, aren’t you glowing? And I don’t mean your tan.” 
She winks at me over Ashley’s shoulder. “Lovely to see you again, Parker.” 
I make a sound, somewhere between a laugh and a wheeze. “Oh. Hello.”
Vee shuffles over and wraps me in a lavender-powder-scented hug. 
“But I thought you were arriving Thursday?” she says, pulling back.
“Thursday?” Ashley blinks.
I take the opportunity to discreetly excavate the world’s most aggressive wedgie.
Vee’s brow creases. “Wait. I mucked up the dates, didn’t I? Like I did with the time zones on your trip?”
“Yeah, maybe,” Ashley mumbles. “We got in on Sunday.”
“Ah! Sally Brewer’s home on Thursday.” Vee covers her mouth with her hand. “Goodness gracious. I’m so sorry for interrupting—”
“No, no! You didn’t interrupt.” Ashley practically swallows her own tongue in her rush to reply.
Ugh.
And because things clearly weren’t chaotic enough, the front door slams open. A young woman with pink hair and combat boots stomps inside.
“Grace!” Ashley yelps.
“Surprise!” Grace throws up jazz hands. “Just parked the car. Also, what the actual hell? You need more visitor parking. I parked halfway to the city.” She pauses mid-rant to scowl at the floor. “Why’s my painting on the carpet?” 
Her gaze lands on me. Quick blink. A once-over. Slow smirk.
“Oh hey. You Ashley’s new girlfriend?”
“Grace ...” Ashley warns.
Grace shrugs, all faux innocence. “What? It’s eight in the morning. On a weekday. Mom and Dad are face-down on the shelf. And she’s wearing your heinous I Got 99 Problems But Karaoke Ain’t One t-shirt. So ...” 
She lifts her hands, smug. Case closed.
I glance down. Yep. Wearing the evidence.
God help me. Ashley, we will be discussing this shirt later.
Ashley sighs deeply. “Grace. Why are you here too?”
“To drive Vee. Duh. She flunked her driving test. Nearly flattened a pedestrian, reversed into the fire hydrant. You’re welcome.”
Vee scoffs. “For heaven’s sake—don’t be so dramatic. It was barely a tap.” She fusses over a wilted basil plant. “I just need new glasses.”
Ashley massages her temples, a gesture I feel in my soul. 
Honestly, I might start doing the same.
“Okay, Vee. I’ll book the optometrist,” she says, then turns back to Grace. “Seriously—why are you in Chicago?”
Grace scrapes her hair into a half-hearted ponytail. “Flew in last night. Got a showing at the Stanley Gallery next month. I texted you ...” Her gaze slides between us, mouth curving. “Guess you were busy.”
She extends a hand in my direction, reconsiders, and hugs me instead.
“Hi, I’m Grace. The much cooler, highly switched-on younger sister.”
“Oh, uh—hi. I’m Parker. I’m Ashley’s ...”
Shit. Assistant? Fake girlfriend? Real one?
Also, Ashley’s family is really welcoming, which is lovely, truly, but I am still in my underwear. And not even my own. 
“Cool,” Grace says brightly. “Ashley, wanna grab lunch today? I’ll be downtown later.”
Ashley nods. “Yeah, sure.”
Vee moves to mist the fiddle-leaf fig. “Don’t forget your coat, Grace. Not that tissue paper you call a jacket. You’ll catch pneumonia.” 
Lunch plans. Weather reports. Everyone is so relaxed.
I, however, cannot do this. I edge toward the door.
“Um, I’m gonna head home and ...”
“Parker, wait—” Ashley steps forward, flustered. “You don’t have any—”
“Pants,” Vee supplies, far too cheerfully. “You’ll definitely catch pneumonia.”
Silence. 
The floor doesn’t move, but it might as well.
Grace folds in half, laughing. Vee smothers her own chuckle. 
“Oh, you two are adorable,” she sighs. “Exactly like Alfonso and me back in Naples. Couldn’t keep our clothes on either. Ah, la dolce vita.” 
And just like that, I’m blushing so hard I may never cool down. Top of the head to soles of the feet.
Mercifully, Ashley intervenes. “Parker, go shower. Get ready here. I’ll drive you to work.”
A plan. Glorious, actionable structure. I cling to it.
Shower. Yes. 
Get dressed. For the love of everything holy—yes.
“Good idea,” Vee chirps, already drifting to the kitchen. “I’ll make breakfast. And a couple of strong espressos—you know, to help with your stamina.”
Grace snorts. I flee.
In my haste, I nearly take out the fiddle-leaf fig.
 
◆◆◆
 
After obsessing that I’d be late and everyone would connect the dots, I walk into work precisely on time. Not that it helps. My brain remains convinced someone’s going to take one look at me and see Ashley’s bed tattooed across my forehead in glitter gel pen.
For some reason, waking up tangled in her sheets, her warmth woven around me, heart pounding with the kind of reckless hope I do not have the emotional bandwidth for, has made everything feel more real. Like this could actually be something lasting. 
And since that’s far too much to process at nine in the morning, I channel that jittery energy into scrubbing my desk, rearranging pens, deep-cleaning my keyboard.
Yes. I’m being weird. Fully aware.
Ashley arrives ten minutes later, perfectly put together with a fresh blowout and a crisp button-down, the embodiment of someone who never rushes, never doubts, never loses sleep over anything. 
I’m already red-faced before she even glances my way. 
But then she does. 
Deep blue eyes catch mine, holding for a second too long.
My throat goes dry. “Morning, Ashley.” 
I hate the way my voice does that tilt at the end.
A smirk, barely there, sharp enough to splay me open. “Parker.”
Without another word, she’s past me, disappearing into her office as if we didn’t spend last night very much not sleeping. I exhale slowly, palms flat on my desk, trying to keep it together.
“You’re not fooling anyone.”
I nearly give myself a black eye turning around.
Clarice is leaning against the edge of my desk, clearly waiting half the morning to deliver that zinger. Her expression says she knows every sinful thing I’ve done in the last twenty-four hours, and probably some I haven’t had the creativity for yet.
“Excuse me?” I say, too quick.
Her grin widens. She tips her head in Ashley’s direction. “All the lesbians who start here get a crush on her. It’s tradition. Cute, really.”
I blink. Okay. But do all the lesbians who start here also end up thoroughly, deliciously wrecked in her expensive sheets? Do they get the privilege of her hands in their hair, her mouth everywhere at once, that teasing voice saying things that would make a priest combust?
If so, I would very much like to compare notes.
I bite my tongue hard enough to draw blood. Because there’s no response here that doesn’t give me away. And I’m not ready. Not for the whispers, the speculation, the moment this stops being ours and starts being a story everyone else gets to tell.
Clarice’s hand lands on my shoulder, a condescending little pat-pat that makes me want to bite her. “You’ll get over it. Maybe tone down the googly eyes? It’s a bit embarrassing.” 
A pointed laugh. Another grin. And she’s off, presumably to go suck the joy out of someone else’s morning with the same dead-eyed cheer.
I sit frozen, fists clenched in my lap, resisting the urge to shout after her that this isn’t some workplace fantasy. Ashley’s fingerprints are etched into the quietest parts of me. The parts no one sees.
Roxy rolls up beside me, mid-lip balm swipe, eyes gleaming.
“What’d bitchface want?” she asks. “Say the word, Parker, and I’ll open that email from the Nigerian prince. So help me god.”
I snort, grateful. “Thanks. It was nothing. Clarice was just being Clarice.”
And it’s true. Not even Clarice can kill my mood.
Because beneath the panic and too-tight nerves, there’s still that flicker from this morning. Small but insistent.
Hope.
 
◆◆◆
 
I wander into the break room, brain operating at half charge. I can’t remember what I came in for until I see her.
Ashley stands with her back to me, sleeves cuffed to the elbows, expertly wrangling the coffee machine.
There’s a sudden, very unhelpful urge to pinch that criminally perfect butt. I don’t. I’m clinging to what remains of my professionalism by the thinnest thread. Also, HR.
Instead, I sidle in next to her. “One espresso, please. Extra strong.”
Without turning, she reaches for two cups. “One wasn’t enough?” she murmurs.
“Not after what you put me through last night,” I murmur back.
And now we’re here. Tip-toeing through this new terrain. Morning-after small talk at the office coffee machine.
She loads a pod, hits a few buttons, and the machine hisses to life, dark liquid pouring in slow, rich streams. Then she leans in, breath barely brushing my ear.
“How are you finding my underwear?”
My stomach drops to the floor.
I manage not to choke. “Right way on this time. Still uncomfortably tight.”
Not being presumptuous at all, I packed a toothbrush. Tragically, I forgot clean underwear.
Ashley hums. “Guess you should start leaving some at mine.”
My pulse disconnects from gravity. Oh, so this is a thing we’re actually doing.
The machine stops whirring. She swaps the cups, pressing more buttons as if she didn’t casually drop a bomb into my bloodstream.
I clear my throat, pretending my insides aren’t on fire. “I’ll make sure to set it as a recurring event in your calendar.”
She smirks. “What, you didn’t already accept my invite?”
I nearly laugh. 
God, this woman. I’m so wildly out of my depth here. 
“Sorry,” I say. “I’ve been a little busy ... removing this wedgie.”
Ashley laughs, really laughs, her whole body shaking with it, and I swear it does something dangerous to my heart. She wipes at her grin. 
“You know, I don’t think this is an HR-friendly conversation, Miss Reed.”
I bump her with my hip, half-tempted to ask if she wants to draft the complaint together. Considering last night, definitely a few policy violations.
Ashley tilts her head, eyes sharp. “Maybe we table it. Over dinner? Machiavelli’s?” 
She hands me my cup, fingers brushing mine.
“Uh-huh.”
Before I can say anything else, Bryan’s voice cuts in from the hallway. “Ashley—there you are. We’re waiting in the boardroom.”
Ashley straightens, professional mask sliding neatly into place. “Sorry, coming now,” she calls back. “I was just showing Parker how to make an espresso.”
I sip my coffee to hide the grin stretching across my face.
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Parker
The key jams in the lock. Again.  
I give it a firm jiggle, brace a shoulder against the door, and practically trip inside when it gives way.
Rose is draped across the couch, Erin dutifully massaging her feet, while baby William lounges beside them. On the TV, an octopus does something deeply unsettling with its tentacles.
I blink. “Okay. This is ... disturbing.”
They beam in eerie unison. “Hello.”
My overnight bag slips off my shoulder with a thud. In theory, I wanted to stay at Ashley’s after dinner. In reality, I needed fresh clothes. And underwear that didn’t actively try to saw me in half.
I nod at Rose. “Hey, grifter. Do you not have a home?”
Rose sighs, dreamy. “Mom’s there, remember? I need an out. Also,” she waves a lazy hand at Erin, now kneading her big toe, “I don’t get this level of VIP treatment there, so ...” 
Then her gaze lands on my bag. Her whole expression sharpens. Arms cross. A smirk blooms. 
“And where the heck have you been, young lady?” she says, mock-stern.  
She elbows Erin, who snorts. “Yes! We’ve been sick with worry. We were this close to calling the poli—”
I roll my eyes. “All right, Mom. Dad.”
They collapse into giggles, fully unrepentant.
I drop onto the arm of the chair, hoping if I sit still enough, they’ll lose interest. 
No such luck. 
Rose leans forward, eyes gleaming. “Sooo ... how was Ashley’s apartment? Very Scandinavian, right? Neutral tones, minimalist, but sexy as hell? 
I say nothing. Do not engage. 
“And the dual rain shower—how was that? Roomy? Accommodating for, say ... two?”
I inhale deeply. Find my center. Imagine I am far, far away. The Arctic tundra, maybe. Just silence and snow.
Rose grins wider. “Oh. What about her ergonomic Swedish king bed? Sleep well? Must’ve. Hardly limping at all.” 
Beside her, William blinks at us, looking vaguely disappointed by the quality of the conversation. Yeah, you and me both, little man.
I push off the chair, ready to retreat, when William abruptly grabs the TV remote and starts sucking on it. 
“Rose!” I lunge forward.
She snatches it away with practiced efficiency. I glance around nervously. Because if my vibrator didn’t make it back to the drawer, I fear it may have suffered the same fate. 
Rose hoists William onto her hip. “Okay, somebody’s hangry. Honestly, I’m not sure how much more my nipples can take. They’re this close to falling off.” 
I drag a hand down my face. Welcome home, Parker.
She chuckles. “I’ll go feed him. Parker, feel free to—oh, I don’t know—get started on dinner or something.” She tosses the words over her shoulder as she floats down the hallway, not an ounce of shame in sight.
I huff out a laugh. Erin smirks without lifting her eyes. “Yeah, I’m not getting involved in that.”
Rose is something else, though. Rolling in for foot rubs, commandeering my living space, throwing her weight around with that whole helpless, exhausted single-mom act. This is some high-level Jedi mind trickery.
I square my shoulders, steel my resolve. I will not cook dinner.
Bandit brushes against my calf, purring. 
“Hey, buddy. Can you believe my sister?” 
He chirrups. 
“Yeah, me neither.”
Still muttering, I turn on my heel and walk straight into the kitchen.
... I’m obviously going to cook dinner. 
Fine, cook is generous. I’ll reheat the leftover lamb tagine. Maybe toss in some sad, floppy carrots for color.
I can’t let her win completely.
 
◆◆◆
 
“I hung out with Rose quite a bit while you were away,” Erin says, casually setting the table.
I snort and pass her the stack of napkins. “Yeah, I know. She practically held your phone hostage. Well, thank you for sharing the burden.”
“I like your sister.”
I laugh, toss a napkin onto a plate. “Yeah, of course, you—”  
The sentence breaks in my throat. My hands go still. 
I look up slowly. “Hang on. When you say like?”
Erin meets my gaze, steady. “I like Rose.” 
Three words. Uncomplicated on paper. Completely world-altering in practice.
I blink. “Like like?” 
My brain stumbles over itself, trying to make sense of the subtext that just smacked me in the face. 
“Yep.” She pops the p.
Oh, hell.
“But—you’re always ragging on each other.”
“Subliminal flirting.”
“And you have women coming out of your room at all hours.”
“Because I like her.”
“You’re—” I gesture helplessly. “Kind of a player?”
“Because I. Like. Her.”
I stare at her, at her entirely serious face. For a second, I genuinely wonder if I’ve fallen into some parallel universe. This is Erin we’re talking about. Erin, who’s allergic to commitment. Erin, who treats relationships like an all-you-can-eat buffet.
I groan. “Do you not have any other response?”
Erin shrugs. “I freak out when I have feelings, okay? Especially big ones.” She drags a hand through her hair, leaving it somehow messier than before. “You ever see little kids on the playground? How they shove the person they have a crush on?”
My eyes go round.
“Not that I’m a kid,” she rushes, hands flying up. “Obviously, I’m extremely mature. I can one hundred percent be there for a single mom. Also, I’ve deleted Hinge. And Tinder. And that weird app for queer women no one uses. I haven’t been on a date since ... you know.”
“Gwen,” I offer.
“That’s it.” She snaps her fingers.
What the hell is happening right now? 
I drop onto the couch, dazed.
“But Rose doesn’t catch feelings,” I say, clinging to the version of my sister I know. The version that runs from anything resembling intimacy.
“Oh, I do. And I have.”
The voice doesn’t belong to Erin.
I turn so fast my neck cracks.
Rose is standing in the doorway, arms folded, one hip cocked.
“What do you mean?” I ask, even though I very much know what she means.
She lifts a brow. “Look, you hooked up with my boss—”
“So you hook up with my friend?”
Erin suddenly finds the floor fascinating. Rose, on the other hand, doesn’t flinch.
“My god, you’re really serious?”
“When have I not been?” Rose says.
“Um, I don’t know. When you wanted to adopt a monkey from Bangladesh? When you went vegan for a week and nearly fainted in Target? When you slathered that toxic hair goop from Alibaba over your head and then panic-bought that hair topper?”
Erin’s eyebrows go up. “Hair topper—”
“All right, Parker, we get your point,” Rose snaps, fixing me with a look that tells me if I don’t drop it, she will hurt me. 
She rubs her forehead, and for the first time, there’s a crack in her armor. “This is different, okay? It didn’t just happen. Erin and I have known each other for years. And I’ve liked her for ... well, the longest time.”
Erin lifts her head, voice quieter. “You have?” 
Rose nods, usual bravado dimmed. Her smile is small, almost shy. 
“Longer than I liked you?” Erin asks, almost disbelieving.
Another nod.
“Okay, can you guys work out those details later?” I interrupt before they start reciting poetry at each other.
Rose sighs, theatrical as ever, but grins. “Fine. For the record, nothing has happened. There have been no relations. Obviously, my vagina is ruined—”
“Oh my god,” I groan, pressing both palms to my ears. “Please I’m begging you.”
She laughs anyway. “But we would like your permission to date?”
I glance between them. Erin. Rose. Then to baby William, who is gnawing peacefully on a rubber giraffe. These are my people. For better or worse, they’re my entire life.
Something clogs in my throat. My vision goes watery at the edges. I don’t want to stand in the way of their happiness, do I? 
I sniff.
“Parker?” they both say, alarmed now.
Next thing I know, I’m pulled into a three-way hug. 
And to my complete and utter horror, I let out a full-body sob. 
“Whoa.” Erin rubs my back. “Are those happy tears, or ...?” 
“I don’t kn-ooow,” I wail.
They laugh, but Rose immediately recoils. “Okay, can you not cry on my brand new shirt?” 
“Shut up,” I mutter, swiping at my face, until something dark catches my eye. “Wait, is that ... chocolate in your hair?”
Rose’s fingers fly to her scalp. “Argh. Let’s hope so. I walked through the mall like this.”
I lean closer, squinting. “Hmm. I think it’s banana purée gone rogue. Little oxidized. How long since you washed—”
“Go away,” she scoffs, dodging me. “You try having a baby and see what ends up in there.”
Erin chuckles beside me, her shoulder bumping mine. “So, do we have your blessing?”
I sigh, pretending to drag out the moment, but really, I already know the answer.
“Well, it’s not the worst thing in the world, having you guys together.”
Behind us, William lets out a gurgly coo. We all turn to look. His tiny fists clenched. His face bright red. His mouth twitching into something suspiciously pleased.
Erin places a hand over her heart. “See? Even William’s happy.”
“Aww,” Rose beams. “We have his blessing too.”
And then—
The blast wave. 
A soundless, apocalyptic force ripples through the room. Erin and Rose stagger back. I barely get an arm over my nose before the smell hits.
“Oh my god,” I gag into my sleeve.
William isn’t happy. 
He just filled his diaper.
 
 
 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Parker
Ashley’s been at a conference in LA for a few days, and fine, maybe I miss her a little. Not in the dramatic, window-staring, Adele-on-repeat way. More in the compulsively-checking-my-phone and laughing-at-memes-that-aren’t-funny way. Which explains why I’m at work early, clutching a coffee and quietly hoping to steal a minute with her before the day derails.
We’ve kept up a steady thrum of conversation while she’s been away—her making sure I haven’t accidentally burned the building down, me reminding her that subsisting solely on almond lattes isn’t a balanced diet. We’ve been swapping Cousin Itt and Laa-Laa memes. Yes, we’re grown adults. No, we do not care.
Honestly, I haven’t felt this happy in a long time. Even Clarice, the office psychopath, hasn’t managed to crawl under my skin. And somehow, despite it being my last week here, I’m not spiraling. For the first time in ages, it feels like there’s something real waiting for me on the other side. Something I might actually want.
I settle into my chair, sip my coffee, and let myself smile.
Clarice breezes past, flicking a mint onto my desk. “Here. No one enjoys coffee breath.” 
As I was saying.
Time to tackle that pile of filing Ashley so kindly left me. I flip open a folder just as the office speakers crackle to life. Weird. Fire drill? Gas leak? I glance around. No one else seems to notice. Shrugging, I refocus.
“... Yeah, it’s supposed to be some ultra-luxe moisturizer ...” 
My head jerks up. Twenty others do the same.
That’s my voice. 
“... Isla Glow turned me into a human rash. A walking, talking hive. It was so itchy. Look at everyone scratching.”
No. no, no, no.
My stomach plummets somewhere south of hell. This is from the retreat. The night on the balcony, when I was slightly buzzed on kava shots and alcohol and venting to Macey. 
Except something’s wrong. I didn’t say “human rash,” or “walking, talking hive.” I remember the itching part, sure.
“... The texture’s more glue-baked-in-the-sun than skincare miracle. We’re not glowing—we’re glaring.”
I turn slowly in my chair. Bryan. Marnie. Roxy. Susan. Every one of them staring at me like I’ve lobbed a grenade into the break room, and maybe I have. Only I wasn’t the one who pulled the pin.
This isn’t just a recording. This is a recording of me. But not completely. I recognize a few lines. The rest was Macey. My supposed confidante. And in this version of events, she’s been cut from the scene completely. 
“... Some women even put the magical elixir on their hoo-has. Supposed to tighten and rejuvenate—”
Absolutely not.
I slap my hands over my ears. I definitely did not say that. I would remember.
Someone cut the power. Trigger the sprinklers. Launch me into the sun. Anything. Because right now, I’m the unwilling voiceover for a one-woman roast of our top client and his shiny new product launch.
I drop my forehead onto the desk with a hollow thunk.
“... Also, Harry shouldn’t dye his hair black. It makes him look a hundred.”
Okay, that one’s on me. I forgot I said that. It actually gets a few laughs. Doesn’t make this any better. 
And then—
“Morning, everyone!”
I glance up to see Quinn strut past, grin sharp as a blade. Of course. Of course she was behind this. 
She waltzes straight to Ashley’s office and opens the door without knocking.
I shoot to my feet. “Wait, you can’t—” 
She’s already inside. The shouting starts almost immediately. Through the glass, I catch flashes: Ashley’s stony, murderous face. Quinn’s obnoxiously cheerful one. A second later, the blinds drop. 
Shit.
Quinn did this to humiliate me. To humiliate Ashley. And now, the entire office has been treated to my accidental TED Talk. 
The room falls into that awful, artificial quiet where everyone’s pretending to work, except I can feel their attention skating back to me, again and again.
When Quinn finally emerges, she’s practically floating, self-satisfaction rolling off her in oily waves. “See ya, kids!”
Ashley steps into the doorway, shoulders rigid, expression set in stone. 
“Parker.”
The way she says my name turns my stomach inside out. 
My legs are rubber bands as I cross the carpet. The walk of shame is supposed to be reserved for college dorm rooms, not open-plan offices filled with professionals. And yet, here I am.
The door shuts behind me with a clean, decisive click.
Ashley doesn’t sit. She doesn’t blink. Just watches me with the kind of tight, locked-in stare that makes her mood obvious. She’s livid. 
“Harry’s secretary called a few minutes ago,” she says, voice flat and ice-cold. “They’re pausing all advertising activity with us.”
I point feebly at the glass wall, the speakers, the general, swirling direction of my shame. 
“Yes, Parker. Because of that.”
“Harry?” I croak.
“Wouldn’t speak to me.”
“I—I lost the account?” 
Her scoff loud enough to echo. “You didn’t only lose the account. You set it on fire, danced around the flames, and livestreamed it. All thanks to your inability to keep your mouth shut.” 
I want to shrink and disappear between the carpet fibers.
“I didn’t know I was being recorded,” I say, small. “Something isn’t right—”
“Of course something isn’t right,” she snaps. “You screwed up.”
“That’s not what I meant—”
“It wasn’t you talking?” she cuts in. 
And god, hearing it out loud, I know exactly how it sounds. Like a child denying the crayon mural on the wall, hands still stained blue and red.
“No. I mean—yes. Except not all of it was me.”
Ashley presses her fingers to her temples as if she’s physically trying to push this situation out of her brain.
“Parker. Stop.” Her exhale is sharp, controlled. “Why—why did you decide to trash-talk our biggest client to a stranger?”
“Macey was nice to me. It was such a crazy week. And there was the kava, and—”
She lets out a laugh so bitter it burns. “Oh, sure. Blame the kava again. That’s your go-to, isn’t it? Seriously, you chose that one moment to be honest? After all the little fibs you’ve told, this is the hill you want to die on?”
I swallow hard, throat thick with every word I shouldn’t have said and none that can fix this. 
“I thought ...” I start, but the sentence crumbles in my mouth. What a fuck-up. Loose lips sink ships, and I have taken the whole damn fleet down with me.
Ashley shakes her head, a hundred miles away. “You thought wrong. I trusted you, Parker. I went to bat for you. Stuck my neck out. This is how you repay me?”
And it hits me how deeply I’ve failed her. How trust, something Ashley guards so fiercely, was something she gave to me, and I’ve shattered it into irreparable pieces. She’s not only pissed, she’s hurt. 
My vision blurs, and I blink rapidly to keep the tears at bay. 
Her phone buzzes. She glances at it, jaw tightening, and waves her hand at me like I’m some stray pigeon she’s done feeding. 
“Go.”
I stumble out, my stomach clenched in a violent knot, straight into a wall of staring eyes. Pretending not to look. Watching anyway. I’m Patient Zero of corporate implosions, and everyone’s taking notes.
Head down, I beeline for my desk, but a hand snares my arm.
“You absolute disaster,” Clarice chuckles darkly, nails pressing in enough to sting. “I knew you’d be as useless as Rose the second you walked in. And wow. You really exceeded expectations.”
“Why don’t you find a computer virus to date, Clarice?” Roxy says from the corner.
Susan frowns over her monitor. “Yeah. Scram.”
Clarice releases me with a smirk, and I collapse into my chair, hands trembling too much to type.
Roxy squeezes my shoulder in passing, a tiny island of sympathy in an ocean of side-eyes. 
I stare at my blank screen, the weight of everything pressing down, making it hard to breathe, hard to think.
Then, in a fit of pure self-loathing, I polish off the entire cookie jar and feel so freaking ill.
It’s okay. I deserve it. 
I’ve ruined everything. 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Ashley
Everyone in the office is giving me a wide berth.
I don’t blame them. I probably look like I’ve been holding my breath since breakfast, too tense to blink, too tired to fake calm.
What they don’t realize is that losing this account doesn’t just dent our quarterly numbers. It puts our company, and their jobs, in a very precarious position. And if I’m honest, it’s all my fault. 
I’ve spent the last two years steering this ship, gripping the wheel so tightly my fingers left bruises. Somehow, without even realizing it, I’ve driven us straight into an iceberg.
Take Sarah. She could run operations in her sleep, and probably better than I can fully awake. But instead of stepping back and letting her do what she does best, I’ve been hovering over her shoulder, breathing down her neck. Second-guessing. Third-guessing. Paralyzed by the fear that if I loosened my grip, everything would fall apart.
And where the hell is Parker?
I scan the office, tension buzzing behind my teeth, until I spot her standing statue-still beside the communal cookie jar. I squint. Is it empty?
Of course it is. After the way I’ve handled things, why wouldn’t it be? 
“Bryan!” 
I don’t mean to bark, but it comes out like a gunshot. He jolts so hard he almost knocks a framed motivational poster off the wall. 
“I’ll, uh, I’ll get started on those content performance reports,” he says quickly.
“No.” I wave him forward. 
He hesitates, one foot half-raised as if he’s debating flight.
“For god’s sake,” I say. “Come. In.”
He edges closer, cautious, wary.
“I need you to do something important.” I reach into my purse and shove my credit card into his hand. “Go to Whole Foods and grab some of those shortbread cookies we usually get. Premium Scottish something.”
“Short—”
“Bread,” I snap. “As many boxes as you can physically carry.”
Bryan stares at me, unblinking.
“Well? What are you waiting for? Go.”
And that right there is exactly the problem.
Our company is under siege, and my first order of business is sending Bryan on a cookie run. Add that to the highlight reel of my screw-ups. The trust fund I should’ve managed differently. The team I should’ve trusted more, leaned on sooner. I’ve put everyone’s jobs at risk because I’ve been reacting instead of leading. Putting out fires instead of building something that could withstand them. 
That ends today. 
I reach for my phone. A new logo won’t fix this mess. A shiny rebrand won’t save us if the foundation’s crumbling. That’s not strategy. That’s wishful thinking with a marketing budget.
No more micromanaging. No more fear disguised as control.
I scroll until I see Sarah’s name and hit call.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Parker
Today is a slow-motion train wreck, and I’m the idiot who strapped herself to the tracks.
Everywhere I turn, eyes cut through me—thin, sharp things that leave invisible welts. The office hums with whispers, not loud enough to hear but loud enough to feel.
Inside my head, the same reel loops. My voice, not my words.
Quinn. That lipstick-slicked viper. She spliced Macey’s words, stitched them into something poisonous, shoved them into my mouth. I didn’t say those things. I know I didn’t. Still, knowing doesn’t matter when the world has made up its mind.
That’s the real gut punch. Truth feels microscopic when everyone is fixated on the prettier lie.
A hot sting floods my eyes. I turn before the tears can betray me. Bathroom. I need one second, one square foot of space without spectators, to breathe, to think. If I can make it through today, I can figure out how to fix this.
Except Ashley’s standing right outside the door. 
My stomach drops, dragging my heart down with it. She’s close enough to touch, though it might as well be a mile.
Her gaze meets mine, and for a fractured heartbeat, I think she might speak. There’s a flicker in her expression, as if something cracked beneath the surface. Anger. Disappointment. Possibly something gentler. A hesitation that looks almost like hope. Or maybe I’m just imagining it.
Someone else rounds the corner, laughter trailing behind them, and the moment snaps cleanly in half. Ashley blinks, shutters whatever was there, and walks past me without a word. 
I’m background noise now, static she’s tuned out.
I swallow whatever sound is rising in my throat and push into the bathroom. My reflection is a ghost version of myself. Eyes rimmed red, mouth drawn so tight I wonder if it might shatter. God, I wouldn’t trust that face either.
I swipe my sleeve across my face, wipe myself clean, pretend it’s enough.
Two more days. That’s all that’s left on my contract. I should stay. Take my punishment. Be the adult in the room, keep my head down, get through it.
But I can’t take the eyes. The whispers. The way Ashley looks at me as if I’m someone she used to know.
So I do the thing I swore I wouldn’t.
That night, I call in sick for the rest of the week.
Then I hide.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Ashley
Thank god it’s Friday.
The week has been a dumpster fire with an Olympic torch relay to keep it burning. Quinn. Hendersen. Parker. I’m done.
The heels are the first to go. One crashes near the couch, the other a mystery I’ll solve tomorrow. I draw my curtains shut, fabric muffling the city, but my thoughts refuse to quiet down.
Because I still don’t know what to do about Parker.
After the account imploded, she vanished. Called in sick. Then nothing. A silence so complete it echoes. And I’ve been left here, stewing in the scalding, awkward soup of my own making. 
I went off on her. I had every right. Didn’t I? 
God. My brain is a minefield. Every thought is a detonation. One minute I’m furious. The next, I want to call her and say something soft and idiotic like are you eating? or please don’t hate me.
Because we were something. Or on the edge of it. A maybe. A nearly.
I hadn’t defined it, not out loud. Not when she was in the middle of putting herself back together. I didn’t want to scare her off. And now I’ve done exactly that. With my big, reckless mouth.
My stomach growls, loud and pitiful. Figures. I’ve skipped lunch two days in a row.
In the kitchen, Penelope winds around my legs.
“Hey, Pen. Where’s your demon brother? Not eating toilet paper again, I hope?” 
She flops onto her side, paws stretched. I rub her belly. 
“You don’t hate me, do you?” I ask. Apparently, we’re at the stage of the evening where I seek validation from my cat.
She answers by sinking her needle-sharp teeth into my hand.
“Jesus—Pen! There’s no middle ground with you, is there? Fluffball or full psycho.”
Shaking off the sting, I grab the first edible thing in sight, a party-sized bag of Doritos, and collapse onto the couch. My body folds into the cushions, brittle with exhaustion.
The buzzer sounds.
I freeze, an orange shard halfway to my mouth. Maybe if I don’t move, they’ll go away.
But then chaos erupts. Andrew bolts from the bedroom, skidding across the floor with a mangled toilet roll in his mouth. Little shit. I knew it. Penelope tears after him. 
“Oh my god,” I mutter, lunging to intercept. “Shh! We’re not home.”
They ignore me, naturally. Andrew’s barking, Penelope’s yowling, the buzzer a relentless drone.
I march to the intercom and jab the button. “This is 2B. You’re probably after Hector in 2A.”
Silence, then, “Who the fuck is Hector?”
I squint at the speaker. “... Sarah?”
“This better be Ashley.”
“What are you doing here?”
“Oh, you know, thought I’d pop by, freeze my nipples off, and have a stimulating chat on the intercom about some random guy named Hector.”
Her sarcasm cuts through the fog in my brain.
“So,” she adds, “you letting me in, or am I squatting out here eating Indian takeout with my bare hands?”
I can’t help it. I smile, hit the button, and wipe Dorito dust off my shirt. A minute later, Sarah breezes through the door with her golden tan.
“Wow,” she says, raking an expert gaze over me. “You look ... awful.”
“Thanks,” I deadpan. “Please, come on in. Bathe me in your vacation aura.”
She grins, shrugs off her coat, and drops to her knees to greet Andrew and Penelope. Both traitors roll over, shameless.
“Oh, hello, my little gremlins,” she coos. “Missed me? ’Cause I missed you. Attack any horrible women while I was gone? You didn’t? Shame.” 
Yeah, no. They loved Parker.
Her name flits through my mind like a paper cut. Fast. Sharp. Too small to warrant the ache it leaves behind. Work has been crazy. No time to deal with this. Turns out ignoring your feelings doesn’t actually make them vanish.
I press a palm to my chest as if I can smooth it all away.
“Ash?”
I look up. Sarah’s peering over the takeout bag she’s half-extracted from her tote, one brow arched.
“Sorry,” I say, brushing it off. “Busy week. You were saying?”
“Maui was everything Kelly and I needed. Sun, sand, bottomless margaritas. And finally—God—sex. So much overdue sex.”
I snort, grateful for the whiplash back to normalcy. Sarah, being Sarah.
“I feel bad calling you on the last day of your trip.”
Sarah flips her hair, unconcerned. “Please. I was glad you did.”
“Hope I didn’t ruin the vibe.”
“Did I mention we had sex? You couldn’t if you tried.” 
I laugh, and she grins, triumphant.
“And Quinn texted me in the morning,” she adds.
“Before she saw me?” I roll my eyes. “She really has no concept of boundaries.”
Sarah shrugs, unfazed. “Water off a duck’s back. Honestly, it’s probably a blessing in disguise. We’ve been pouring too much energy into trying to keep that man happy. Time for a strategy overhaul.”
She makes it sound so simple.
“I know,” I admit, my thumb working circles at my temple. “It’s just hard to pivot when everything feels like it’s falling apart.” 
She fixes me with a look. “You leave that part to me. I thrive in chaos. I’m not worried, so you don’t get to be either.”
I offer a thin smile. “Okay. So this is what letting go feels like?”
“Uh-huh. Letting other people deal with the bullshit.”
“It’s—” I pause, exhale. “It’s fucking terrifying.”
It’s her turn to laugh. “Excellent. Let’s eat.”
I shake my head, still amazed at how effortlessly she rolls with the punches. We all have our strengths, I guess.
Sarah peeks into the bag. “You hungry? I’ve got Goan shrimp curry, samosas, naan. And by the way, Doritos don’t count as a food group.” 
She plucks a stray corn chip off my shoulder, lifts it as evidence.
Despite myself, I start laughing. “Fine. You win. I’m starving. And thank you.”
As she spreads containers on the counter, I rummage through the cabinets for plates, stepping over Andrew, who has strategically flopped dead center in the kitchen.
Sarah pops open the shrimp curry. “Have you heard from Parker?” she asks casually.
I freeze for half a second, then busy myself unwrapping the naan. 
“Since she called in sick for the last few days of her contract?” I slide a plate her way, avoiding her gaze. “Nope.”
She quirks an eyebrow.
“Seems to have an issue with ceviche,” I mutter, remembering Fiji. The bathroom. The same excuse, different setting. “But people don’t usually predict food poisoning in advance.” 
I pull Parker’s fob from my pocket and hold it up between us. “This was on my desk.” 
Sarah hums. “I see.”
“I think she left early because of the way I reacted. I came down on her pretty hard. Too hard.” 
Parker’s face flashes in my mind. Small, tentative, so clearly remorseful it hurt to look at her. It’s obvious she didn’t do it intentionally. I think of how brilliant she was at the retreat, how close we became, how these feelings began to bloom.
When I glance over, Sarah’s watching me. She doesn’t say anything.
I clear my throat, tuck the fob away. “Anyway, Rose will be back on Monday to pick up the slack. And I’m heading to London on Wednesday. A few companies are eyeing U.S. expansion, as we discussed. So—forward motion.”
Sarah nods, her smile warm, eyes too sharp. She lowers the curry container.
“That’s great. But how are you doing?” she asks. “And I don’t mean work. I mean you. I know you and Parker got ... close.”
“Oh.” 
What do I even say? That I’ve been dodging thoughts of Parker like they’re live wires? That hearing her name feels like glass underfoot? That now, with the noise gone, she’s all I think about?
“You didn’t stop talking about her at the retreat,” Sarah says gently. “I know it was a work trip, but—I’ve never heard you that happy. Not really.”
I groan and rub my face. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have—”
“Don’t.” 
One word, solid as a wall.
“Listen,” she says. “You’ve been tunnel-visioned on work for so long, I think you forgot you’re allowed to have a life. Maybe I wanted to remind you. Besides, I knew you’d like Parker.” 
My gaze snaps to hers. “Wait—what?”
Sarah waves a piece of naan like a victory flag. “Rose and I thought you two might be a good fit.”
I gape at her. “I should’ve known.”
“Before you get mad—”
I throw my arms wide open.
“What are you doing?” she asks, suspicious.
“Hugging you.”
“The naan, Ash!” she yelps, ducking and shoving me off with a laugh.
She slaps the bread down. “Okay, now I’m ready. Bring it in.”
We squeeze each other tight, and for a glorious second, the weight I’ve been dragging around all week lifts, just enough to breathe again.
“I thought you were going to be pissed,” she mutters into my shoulder. “Possibly throw curry at me.”
I pull back. “Why would I be mad? Parker’s amazing. You were looking out for me.”
“Damn right I was.” 
Her eyes narrow, scanning me. 
“What?” I ask.
“Nothing.” She shrugs, but the smirk spreading across her face suggests otherwise.
“Look, I don’t know what I’m doing.” I run a hand through my hair. “What I do know is Parker didn’t sabotage anything. She’s the most genuine person I’ve ever met—I mean, second only to you.”
Her smirk deepens. “You’ve changed.”
“Shut up.” I flick her arm, earning a laugh.
“No, seriously. You have.”
“Okay, Oprah. Therapy hour is over. Let’s change the subject. What’s the game plan?”
“Well, eat, obviously,” Sarah says, spooning curry onto plates. “Before this stuff gets cold. And then we figure out how you’re going to fix things with Parker.”
I roll my eyes, laughing. “Great. Back to that. You’re obsessed. I meant work. You know—the company that’s currently on fire?”
Sarah’s grin turns wicked. “Boring stuff later. Right now, we’re fixing you.”
Without thinking, I snatch a piece of naan and stuff it into her mouth. She shrieks, nearly toppling her plate, but she’s laughing too.
 
◆◆◆
 
Despite swearing I’d spend the weekend holed up in my apartment, by morning I’m power-walking through the crisp air to the grocery store.
The mission—Aunt Vee’s legendary meatballs. 
It’s an ambitious dish, maybe too ambitious for someone whose cooking skills are virtually nonexistent. But last night, after one too many glasses of red and a phone call where Aunt Vee waxed poetic about “cooking as an act of love,” I typed the recipe into my phone notes. Somewhere between tipsy optimism and a desperate need to fix things, it felt like a brilliant idea.
Time away from our pressure-cooker office, paired with Sarah’s very on-the-nose words, has given me much-needed clarity. I’m hoping that if I turn up on Parker’s doorstep with her favorite dish, she might let me apologize for being an ass. Yeah, I was blindsided. Yeah, I was angry. Still, none of that gave me the right to talk to her the way I did. She already felt awful. I only twisted the knife.
Our business has been begging for change. Honestly, so have I. Even if I was too stubborn to admit it. And Parker, god Parker, saw it before I did. She cracked me wide open, forced me to face the truths I’d been avoiding, including the fact that my heart isn’t nearly as detached as I pretended.
I navigate the aisles, heart thudding, methodically ticking items off my list. Ground chuck, pork, passata, parmesan, oregano. Then I’m squinting at the shelves, trying to figure out what the hell panko actually is, when my cart smacks into something. Or someone.
“For crying out—” snaps a voice I’d recognize in my sleep.
Of course. Quinn.
She stands there in her usual power blazer and stilettos, brows vaulting skyward as she spots me.
“Oh, sorry!” I chirp, glancing at her cart, which is groaning under a mountain of Charmin. “Didn’t see you past the wall of toilet paper.”
“Ashley.” Quinn’s smile is so smarmy I half expect it to drip off her face. 
Tucked beside her, nearly obscured by the fortress of two-ply, is a petite blonde who looks vaguely familiar. She’s trying to disappear into her scarf. It takes a second to place her. 
Fiji. Wow. Quinn moved on from Yasmin quickly.
“Uh, hi, Franky—no, Franny, right?” I tack on a grin. “Hard to keep track these days. A new face every week.”
Franny stiffens. Quinn tosses her hair back with such force it practically creates a microclimate. 
“Now, now, Ashley,” she chides. “No need to be catty. I imagine you’re probably in quite a funk. You know, losing your biggest account and all. If you’re looking for a buyer, we might be—”
Ouch. A direct hit. I keep my expression neutral.
“God, no. We’re not selling.” I wave the idea away. “And Harry who? We’re actually feeling great about the year ahead. So many exciting opportunities.” 
Her grin falters. Barely. But enough to feed something deeply, deliciously petty inside me.
“Excited?” she repeats.
“Absolutely. What’s not to look forward to?” I smile now, full and warm. “Fresh direction. New beginnings. A new love.” 
That lands. A tiny tic at the corner of her mouth. 
“You’re still together after the ...?” 
She lets the word dangle. The scandal. The fallout. I don’t take the bait.
“Why wouldn’t we be?” I keep my voice light, almost careless. “Parker’s incredible. Brilliant. Knows exactly who she is. It’s refreshing.” 
Saying her name out loud feels like cracking a window after weeks of stale, recycled air.
Quinn’s smile curdles at the edges. Did I throw a wrench in her victory parade? Oh, who gives a shit. I have meatballs to make. A woman to win back. 
“Anyway,” I say, steering my cart past her, “nice running into you.” 
I grab the last few items, check out, and stride down the street, reusable bags swinging at my sides. 
My phone buzzes in my pocket. My heart leaps. Parker? 
I fumble it out, hope spiking, only to feel it plummet when I see the name on the screen.
Harry Hendersen. 
What does he want? 
I stare for a second, debating. Then sigh and swipe to answer, carefully arranging my voice into something professional. “Harry, hi.”
“Look,” he says, skipping the pleasantries, “do you have a moment to talk?”
This, from the man who ghosted me for a week. Who stonewalled every call, ignored every email.
“Sure,” I reply, smiling even though he can’t see it. “What’s up?”
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Parker
Somehow, I need to make this right with Ashley.
It’s all I’ve been able to think about since everything imploded and I left work with my tail tucked neatly between my legs. Now it’s the weekend, and I’m hoping she’ll hear me out. Or, at the very least, let me get a sentence in before slamming the door. 
She might be even angrier after how I left things. Honestly, she has every right to be. But sitting around doing nothing feels worse. 
So I grab an Uber and head to her apartment.
When I get there, I linger outside the building, hands buried in my coat pockets. The intercom blinks back at me, indifferent. I press the buzzer. Wait. Nothing. Press it again. Still nothing. Each silent second squeezes me tighter. She’s either not at home or she’s actively ignoring me. Neither feels great.
That’s when I see the tree.
An old oak, gnarled and grudging, its limbs crooked like elbows, brushing against the second-floor windows. Her window. And obviously, when you’re desperate and lacking coordination, the next logical move is to scale it.
I don’t give myself time to think. No time to calculate how many bones I’m willing to break for a half-formed apology. I just start climbing. Gloves scraping bark, heartbeat in my throat, every breath trying to convince me this isn’t completely insane.
When she opens the window, I’ll explain everything. I’ll tell her I’m sorry. That I screwed up. That—
Something rustles.
Then the air shifts. Violently.
A brown blur explodes out of the branches, wings flapping with the fury of the damned.
“Shit—what the—?” 
A bird. Some furious winter beast of a bird, all beak and talons, launches itself straight at my head.
I swat blindly with one hand, clutching the trunk with the other, which only seems to make it angrier. The bird shrieks in indignation. Feathers fly. And of course, that’s when everything goes sideways. 
My boot slips. My fingers fail me. Gravity, smug and inevitable, does what it does best.
I hit the ground hard. Snow explodes beneath me, soaks straight through my jeans. My ankle throbs. My lungs forget how to function. The world spins in white and gray and embarrassment.
The only thought I can manage, God, I hope Ashley didn’t see that.
Unfortunately, someone else did. 
“Did you fall out of the tree?!” 
I groan and lift my head. A woman jogs over, dark braid swinging, a Doberman the size of a small horse trotting obediently at her side.  
She crouches next to me, eyes wide with concern. 
“Oh my god, are you hurt?”
I try to answer, but all that comes out is a broken wheeze. The Doberman sniffs my face, big wet nose practically up my nostrils.
“He’s checking for internal injuries,” she says seriously. 
Fantastic.
She plucks a feather from my hair. I want to dissolve into the snow and never return.
“I’m Sam, by the way.”
Sam. 
Crap.
Ashley’s friend. The one with the enormous dog. Panic spikes behind my ribs.
“I’m Pa—Pascale,” I blurt, still fighting for air. 
Clearly, this is the perfect time to invent an obscure European alter ego. Ashley does not need to hear about this disaster.
Sam arches a brow. “Pascale?”
I nod, poorly.
“I’ve never met a Pascale before,” she says.
“Yeah,” I mumble. “Not a lot of us.”
She gives me a quick once-over. “You sure you’re okay? Want me to call someone?”
“I’m fine,” I cough out. “No need. I’m, um, waiting for my sister to pick me up.”
Sure. Because the most logical place to wait for your sister is flat on your back in a snowbank under a tree you definitely weren’t just climbing.
Sam tilts her head, skeptical. The Doberman, who has apparently seen some things, looks even less convinced.
Lying, it turns out, might actually be the death of me.
 
◆◆◆
 
I stay horizontal for the rest of the weekend, drifting in and out of sleep, marinating in regret and ibuprofen.
My ankle is killing me. No surprise there. I honestly can’t believe the ER insisted it was only a sprain. I’m convinced they missed a cracked bone or two in there, but it’s the guilt gnawing in my chest that hurts the most. Without seeing Ashley, I have no idea how to fix things.
So I do what any rational adult does when their life crumbles. I eat everything in the house that comes in a crinkly package and binge-watch a crime show so terrifying it convinces me I’ll never take the bus after dark again.
I’m also fairly certain I’m in the doghouse with my sister. Rose hasn’t explicitly said so. No, that would be too easy. Instead, when I gave her the miserable rundown, she unleashed one window-rattling “Parker!” and then fell into a silence so unnatural it set my teeth on edge.
Unfortunately, avoiding her isn’t much of an option. Not when she and Erin are still nauseatingly perfect together. And not when she’s Rose, a woman physically incapable of keeping an opinion inside her head for longer than three seconds.
“How’s the pity party going, Pascale?” she calls from the doorway. “I see you’re really committing.” 
I grunt and burrow deeper under the blankets, one arm slung protectively over Bandit, who’s curled beside me like an indifferent loaf of bread. If I can’t see Rose, she can’t see me. That’s the rule.
The truth is, tomorrow she goes back to work, and I’ll be left alone with my thoughts, with the questions I’ve been dodging. How’s Ashley? How’s the business? Is everyone about to lose their jobs? 
No. Not going there. Safer to keep my eyes glued to the screen until the crime-solving detectives blur into the backs of my eyelids.
At some indeterminate point in the week—Wednesday? Thursday? Who knows anymore—I’m jolted from a restless dream.
“What the hell?” I croak, blinking up at the silhouette of my sister standing over the couch.
She pulls the plug on my precious TV. 
“Rose, what the fuck?”
“I’m locking this away, Pascale,” she says, holding the remote hostage.
“Uh, I live here. That’s my TV. And stop calling me Pascale.”
“You have a roommate, and you’re not sharing. And fine—stop lying, then.” 
I glare at her. She’s unbelievable. She’s also not wrong.
“Whatever,” I mutter. “I’ll just stare at the wall.”
Ten minutes later, I’m so bored I could scream. Rose knew I would be. That was her nefarious plan all along. With a groan, I push myself upright, the stiff ache in my ankle flaring as I do. Bandit decides he’s had enough of this melodrama and leaps off the cushions.
“Oh, hello. You’ve returned to the land of the living,” Rose drawls, eyeing me over crossed arms. “Ready to have an actual conversation?”
I squint at her. “About Ashley?”
“No, Parker. About the geopolitical ramifications of pigeon migration. Yes, Ashley.”
I rake a hand through my disaster of a ponytail. “I’ve ruined everything.”
“I know.”
“I’ve let you down.”
“I know.”
“Stop agreeing with me. It’s weird.”
“True. But maybe I can help you fix it.”
I exhale, long and loud.
Rose rolls her eyes. “You fell out of a tree for this girl, Parker. One more grand gesture isn’t going to kill you.”
Easy for her to say. She’s not the one who crash-landed, both literally and figuratively.
She jumps to her feet, snatching her keys off the coffee table. “You’re coming with me to the airport.”
I blink. “Airport? What are you even talking about?”
“Ashley. Is. Flying. To. London. This. Afternoon.” Rose claps her hands with each word, as if physically trying to beat the information into my thick skull.
“London? Why would she—”
“Parker,” she snaps, her patience officially done. “I’m this close to losing my job thanks to you. Least you can do is hop in the car.” 
Ah yes, guilt-flavored blackmail. The most effective motivator. I nod, mostly since I’ve run out of better ideas.
“Erin!” Rose hollers toward the hallway. “We’re going to the airport!”
Erin skids into the living room, sneakers half-laced and shirt rumpled. “Babe, I’ve got a doctor’s appointment in an hour.”
“I know,” Rose says sweetly. “I was hoping to borrow your bulging muscles to carry Parker—delicate flower that she is—down the stairs.” 
They lock eyes. No. No, not this again. In the next breath, Erin crosses the room, they kiss, and suddenly hands are going places. Rose cups Erin’s butt. Erin finds Rose’s waist.
“Bulging muscles, huh?” Erin murmurs against her mouth.
“Mmm. Can’t stop thinking about the way you tossed me around this morning. How did you get your—”
“Oh my god,” I groan. “Hi. Injured third wheel here. Possibly dying.”
Rose breaks away, blinking like she’s only just remembered I exist. “Right. Where were we?”
“Airport. Parker,” Erin rasps.
Rose snaps her fingers. “Yes! Our little wounded sparrow. Shouldn’t weigh more than those commercial tires you flip at the gym. Although ...” She picks up a crumpled Tootsie Roll wrapper and inspects it. “She has been hitting the family-sized bags pretty hard lately.”
“Really, Rose?” I scoff. “This is how you’re helping?”
She grins.
Erin crouches, patting her shoulder. “All aboard, Parks.”
I stare at them both, trying to figure out if this is real life. Everyone around me has officially lost their minds.
But despite myself, and the hollow ache gnawing at my ribs, I sigh. And climb onto Erin’s back.
Because at this point, what do I have left to lose?
 



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Parker
My life. I could lose my life.
Eyes shut, fists clenched around my seatbelt, I brace as Rose cuts across traffic and muscles her way into the line for airport parking. Horns erupt around us. She ignores them completely. A beat later, she brakes so hard I'm launched forward in my seat. 
If I didn’t want to puke before, I definitely do now. 
Outside, a man in a lifted truck is hanging out his window, face red enough to trigger a medical alert. He and Rose exchange a silent, well-rehearsed volley of middle fingers and scowls before she calmly rolls up her window.
“Rose—”
“Shh.” She waves me off and starts scanning the rows of cars.
Without warning, she throws it into reverse. The tires squeal in protest. By the time my breathing catches up to my body, she’s out of the car, popping the trunk and wrangling something large and unwieldy free. I crane my neck.
My door flies open. A stroller appears, unreasonably close to my face.
“Get in,” she says, snapping it open.
I blink. “What the actual hell?” 
“You’re injured,” she replies as if that settles the matter. “Mom gave me this hand-me-down from Kim—you remember, her neighbor with the terrifying number of children—and since I can’t use it anytime soon ...” She grins. It’s not reassuring. “Figured this was as good a time as any.” 
I push the stroller away, insulted on multiple levels. “You’ve lost your damn mind. I can walk.”
“Not fast enough.”
“Rose, if you try to—”
Too late. She’s already maneuvering me in, one hip at a time.
I open my mouth to protest again, but William is dropped into my arms, his little pea-green Converse dangling off the side while I sit there, stunned, humiliated, and very much trapped.
“Hold him. Look maternal. Don’t fall out,” Rose says briskly, wheeling us forward.
“Rose! You cannot possibly be serious—”
She doesn’t respond. We hit a speed bump that jolts my spine. 
“Would you slow down? I’m carrying a baby,” I hiss, tightening my grip on William.
Naturally, she speeds up.
“Holy crap, Rose. I swear to god, I’m going to kill you.” 
William flings out his arms and squeals, delighted. 
“Great,” Rose replies flatly. “Do it after we get there.”
We fly through the parking lot. People gape. A woman in yoga pants nearly drops her Starbucks. A man with a Bluetooth headset looks one call away from reporting us. Even a pigeon flaps indignantly and takes off with a coo.
Just when I think I can’t handle another second of this madness, she stops. I glance up—and see why.
Ashley.
Back turned, suitcase in hand. That familiar curve of her shoulders. The sway I still catch myself dreaming about when I’m feeling especially self-destructive.
My stomach bottoms out.
She turns at the sound, startled. Her eyes land on me, and whatever scrap of dignity I had folds in on itself.
Heat rushes to my cheeks. “Hi.”
Her brow lifts, a single perfectly arched question mark. 
“Parker,” she says slowly. “Why are you in a stroller?”
I briefly consider rolling myself into traffic.
Oh god.
A thousand explanations sprint through my mind, each more ridiculous than the last. I settle on what feels like the safest option: abject silence.
William reaches up and pats my face. A tiny hand, a quiet benediction. Thanks for the ride. Good job not dropping me. And hey—try not to screw it up this time. His fingers linger before he's lifted from my lap by a pair of arms I can only hope belong to Rose.
I take a breath, trying to steady my voice, my heart, my everything. 
“Look,” I say, holding out a hand, “obviously, I have ... issues.” 
Ashley sighs, steps closer, and bends to help.
The moment I put weight on my ankle, pain shoots up my leg.
I wince. “Ow.”
Her eyes flicks down. “What happened to your foot?” A pause. The corner of her mouth twitches. “Please don’t tell me it’s bunions again.”
“I fell out of a tree.”
Her eyebrows leap like she’s genuinely not sure if I’m kidding. “Of course. That was my next guess.” 
Silence unfurls between us. It’s not angry. Not awkward. Just full of everything we left hanging.
Eventually, her voice breaks through.
“Parker, why are you here? You hate airports.”
“And yet,” I murmur, brushing nonexistent dust from my jeans, “I keep ending up in one.”
It’s easier to look at my knees than at her. But when I meet her gaze, blue cutting through me like a cold plunge, my whiskey-brown already drowning, I drop the sarcasm. 
“I just wanted to see you.”
She doesn’t look away. 
Then, softly, “You left, Parker ...” 
Technically, I called in sick. At midnight. Via email. Very professional.
My mouth opens, only to close, words bottlenecking between my chest and throat.
“You were angry,” I manage. “And there was the chatter—the company going under, people probably losing their jobs—and I couldn’t stay. Not if I thought I’d caused that.” 
I swallow hard, the weight of it all dragging itself into the light at last.
Ashley rubs her brow, exhaling. “I won’t lie. The whole thing caught me off guard. Quinn marching into my office, your voice blasting over the PA system ... it was a lot. And I handled it completely wrong. I’m sorry for how I spoke to you.”
I shrug, awkward. “I have a big mouth.” 
Clearly. It’s practically a hazard.
“Uh-huh,” someone mutters behind me. 
I wave Rose off without turning, but I feel Ashley’s amused stare. A tiny flicker of warmth sparks behind my ribs.
“Anyway,” I say, “that’s why I’m here. To apologize. For everything.”
Ashley studies me with that laser gaze that sees more than I want it to. 
“Turns out,” she says, “Harry appreciated your honesty.”
My head jerks back. “What?”
“He wasn’t a fan of the moisturizer either. Didn’t want to hurt his wife’s feelings, so he kept quiet. He was waiting for someone to say what he couldn’t. Unfortunately, everybody was too busy sucking up—calling it the next liquid gold.”
I cringe. “He’s not mad?”
Ashley shakes her head. “Not about that. He wasn’t thrilled about the public broadcast, but that was on Quinn.”
My mind is playing catch-up. “Hang on—”
“We retained his account, Parker,” she says. “Quinn’s the one who got blacklisted. She doctored the recording—used AI to tweak voices. Harry had his tech guy check it. Classic Quinn move, thinking she’s smarter than the room. Clarice gave her access to the PA system. We let her go, too.” 
She breathes out, slower this time. “Parker, I’m so sorry I didn’t give you the chance to explain. I should’ve trusted you. I hope you can forgive me.”
I nod, afraid that if I speak, everything will leak out at once.
“Quinn’s stunt blew up in her face,” she continues. “Not only is she banned from ever pitching to the Hendersens, we also picked up some of her clients. Word travels fast. And, in a roundabout way, it’s all because of you.”
I blink, still trying to absorb the fallout.
“Well,” I mutter, “glad someone found a silver lining in that disaster.”
Ashley laughs. “Harry also asked me to thank you for sparing him the public humiliation of launching a flop.”
“Oh, wow. Bigger man than I gave him credit for. That’s even after I roasted his hair, called him one hundred—”
She interrupts me, chuckling. “Okay, he was a bit more sensitive about that.”
I snort. “So I’m not totally off the hook?”
“Not entirely.” 
Her smile tilts, gentler now, and for a moment, we’re standing on solid ground again. Not circling each other warily. Not braced for impact. Just ... steady.
My gaze catches on the suitcase by her feet, and whatever buoyancy I felt deflates like a sad balloon animal. 
“How long will you be in London?” I ask, quieter than I mean to.
“One week,” Ashley says, a spark of excitement curling through her voice. “Scoping out new customers, new markets. You know, expanding the base—something someone very smart suggested once, though I can’t recall who.” 
The corner of her mouth curves, playful.
Me. I said that.
“And you were right,” she adds. “I was scared to make changes after the whole trust fund debacle. Even the smaller things, like letting Clarice go. In the end, my inaction caused more problems. So, I’ve given Sarah full control over operations and strategy. We sat down with Susan, ran through our numbers, and Parker—we can do it. New company, new direction. I know we can.” 
“I know you can too,” I say. And I mean it.
She squeezes my hands, smiling, and that’s all it takes. My chest cracks open. A rogue tear escapes before I can stop it. God. I was supposed to be holding it together, playing it cool. Maybe this is what brave looks like, letting someone see you fall apart and not running.
“I would’ve flown to London for you, Ashley.”
I didn’t bring my passport, but in theory ... absolutely.
The words are out now. Bare, unscripted. I’ve told her how deeply I care, and for once, I don’t try to walk them back, I let them sit there, raw and glowing, in the space between us.
Ashley’s eyes go wide, then soften. “Really?”
She steps closer, close enough that I can see the way her lashes flutter when she blinks. Her fingers brush my jaw, her touch as grounding as it is electrifying. 
“I missed you,” she says, and it’s not only words. It’s an unraveling.
A shaky laugh slips out. “I missed you too.”
She grins. “You know, I made you meatballs on Saturday. Drove them to your place.”
“Meatballs?” I echo. “You don’t cook? Wait—because they’re my favorite?”
“Yeah. Took me about five hours. Set off the smoke alarm. Almost cost me my eyebrows. See?” She points to the edge of one, slightly singed.
A giggle bursts free, full and unrestrained.
“Anyway,” Ashley says, eyes sparkling, “I tried one, didn’t die, figured they were safe.”
“For what it’s worth, I also went to see you on Saturday.”
Her brow furrows. “Hold up—early afternoon?”
“Uh-huh.”
Ashley rubs her head, laughing under her breath. “So, while I was at your place, you were at mine?”
“Appears that way.” I bite my lip. “That’s also how I hurt my ankle.”
Her mouth parts. “You fell out of a tree. No ... The oak tree out front? The one that looks like it got into a bar fight? I swear Sam said Pascale—” 
She stops, eyes narrowing.
“Parker. Oh my god.  Are you ... Pascale?”
I start to deny it but wilt under her gaze, my face going full tomato.
“Yes, okay. I panicked. I knew she was your friend with the Doberman, and ‘Pascale’ kinda ... slipped out.” 
She stares at me for a long second. And then she bursts into laughter. It’s bright and warm and so Ashley that my chest aches with how much I missed it.
“You climbed a tree for me,” she says, wonder threading through her laugh.
I shrug. “Well, you made me meatballs. Seems like a fair trade.”
Ashley’s still grinning as she extends her hands toward me. I take them without hesitation. My heart trips over itself because ... oh. This feels right. She feels right.
“Wow.” Her tone is warm, teasing. “This is starting to get very serious. Should we keep the momentum going?” 
I nod so fast I probably look unwell. Yes. Please. Kiss me.
But instead of closing the space, instead of crossing that final inch, she tilts her head. “Want to come to London with me?”
“Wha—? Like ... now?” 
“Well,” she says, brushing her thumbs across mine, “you’re not exactly chained to a job, are you?” 
I blink. 
“Rose told me you turned down that sales offer.”
“I did,” I admit quietly. “Thought I deserved more.”
Her voice dips low, impossibly close, smoky-smooth as it slides over my skin. “Is that so?”
My lungs stall. Nerves go electric.
Now. Now she’s definitely going to kiss me. 
I lean in, just the tiniest bit—
And then, from the edge of my vision, a hand appears, waving something. 
My passport.
FFS.
Rose.
The woman has a sixth sense for meddling in my life. Honestly, that passport should be under lock and key, guarded by a small army. 
I turn to find her looking irritatingly pleased with herself.
“Oh, I already amended the booking,” she says. “Two pods, side by side. Approved by Sarah. Parker, there’s a packed bag waiting for you—Roxy has it near the airline counter. Don’t whine about the clothes. I did what I could. Your closet was ... limited, to say the least.”
The jab doesn’t even register. My brain blue-screened somewhere around pods side by side. I just stand there, mouth maybe open, not entirely sure how to form words.
Rose shrugs. “What? I know you better than you know yourselves. Don’t question the system.” She waves the passport again. “Is someone going to take this? It’s heavy.” 
Ashley plucks it from her hand with an easy grin. “Thank you, Rose.” 
“My job here is done. Excuse me while I return to my baby.” Rose air-kisses the void and disappears in a dramatic swirl of fabric.
Ashley shifts her attention to me, eyes alight with mischief and something else, something infinitely softer. Warmer. It feels a lot like love. 
“All set in stone.” Her voice is gentle, weaving through the din of the terminal and sinking straight into my chest. “You can’t possibly back out now.”
Back out? Is she kidding? 
Ashley wants me. She wants me to go with her. To London. The London. Big Ben London. Rainy, charming, suddenly-your-whole-life-is-changing London. The London that requires a plane.
Panic fizzes under my ribs like someone shook me and cracked the tab.
I know this is supposed to be the brave version of me, the one who shows up and says what she means, but— 
“You better kiss me before I start hyperventilating,” I blurt.
Ashley laughs, low and warm. Her hands curl into the front of my sweater, tugging me closer, closer, until there’s nowhere left to hide.
“Good idea,” she murmurs. 
And then she kisses me.
The instant her lips touch mine, the world recalibrates. Chaos is replaced by clarity, noise by stillness. Everything falls into place as if it had been waiting to all along.
When we pull apart, I’m breathless. Not from panic this time. Not from fear. 
From her. 
From Ashley Morgan.
“So ... London?” she whispers, a smile catching at the corners of her mouth.
A grin breaks across my face. Oh, screw it. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
Somewhere behind us, Rose makes a triumphant ta-da gesture. A gate agent announces something garbled over the speakers. A rogue toddler shoe—pea-green Converse, naturally—sails past our heads.
None of it matters.
Ashley’s holding my hand. I’m holding hers. And we’re about to board a plane to London.
Turns out, maybe I don’t hate airports as much as I thought. 
Maybe I just needed the right person to kiss me in one.
 



EPILOGUE
A few months later ...
Despite lying a lot less these days, I still manage to sabotage myself with astonishing regularity.
It started with an offhand comment, one tiny, unserious slip over pinot gris while we celebrated Ashley passing her flight test. I may have said (as a joke, important detail) that if she took another woman on her maiden voyage, I would remove her tongue with a spork. 
In my defense, I’ve been spending time with her sister, Grace, getting painting lessons and, apparently, absorbing her habit of casually delivering threats with a smile.
Of course Ashley took it as gospel. Of course she remembered. She’s Ashley.
So here I am, standing on the tarmac, squinting at a plane that looks alarmingly small, trying hard to focus on the positives. 
Like the fact that I’m living a life I never expected. Like how good I look in these oversized aviators. And, if this all goes horribly wrong, at least my obituary will be interesting.
The sun glints off the metallic surface of the aircraft, flashing a warning I’m very much choosing to ignore. Of everything I imagined happening this year, stepping into what is essentially a flying tin can piloted by my newly licensed girlfriend wasn’t even in the top thousand.
Ashley, meanwhile, is thrilled. She’s been grinning nonstop since she passed her exams, and today, we’re “taking to the skies for a casual joyride.” I have yet to determine which part of this is supposed to feel casual.
She arches a brow. “What’s in the bag?”
“Wine,” I say brightly, because obviously that makes perfect sense. I fumble with the zipper and shove it under the seat. “I can’t be sober for my virgin flight with you.”
Ashley throws her head back in a laugh that makes the sun hit her at the perfect angle, and for one dangerous second, I forget I’m about to plummet to my death.  
“You’re hardly a virgin,” she teases.
I fix her with a flat stare. “Hilarious.”
Even so, I can’t help but watch her, mesmerized. The moment she slides into the cockpit, she transforms. Playful energy replaced by quiet, magnetic confidence. Flicking switches, scanning gauges, flipping through her preflight checklist with an expertise that’s both reassuring and ... well, undeniably sexy.
Oh god. I think I might be developing a pilot kink.
If I weren’t so preoccupied with my imminent demise, I’d probably be swooning.
The plane starts to roll. My grip on the armrest tightens. 
“You’re going to love this,” she says, right as we lift off.
Bold assumption, considering my soul just tried to exit my body. 
The ground falls away in a quilt of greens and grays, roads twisting into ribbons, rooftops shrinking to Monopoly pieces. It’s literally breathtaking. Against my better judgment, I stick my face to the window.
Ashley’s voice crackles through the headset. “Careful! You’ll tilt the plane.” 
I jerk back like the headset bit me. Her laughter ripples through the cabin, warm and teasing, and yeah, I smile. I hate how reflexive it’s become.
“Cute,” I say dryly.
She glances over, blue eyes gleaming, and reaches for my hand, giving it a squeeze.
The hum of the engine fades into a steady backdrop. Little by little, the tension starts to bleed from my shoulders. For a while, we sit without speaking. The sky unfolds around us in every direction, the faint vibration in the air, her fingers laced with mine.
Once we level out, I decide it’s time to deploy my secret weapon. I dig into my bag, pull out the bottle, and take a generous swig.
I offer it to Ashley.
She blinks at me. “Are you—”
“Oh, crap!” I snatch it away immediately. “Sorry. No drinking and flying. Eyes on the, uh ... sky. Please and thank you very much.”
Ashley laughs so hard the plane wobbles, which, let me tell you, is terrifying.

“Okay, wow.” I clutch the faux leather seat. “Gonna need you to keep both hands on deck, Captain Morgan.”
She exhales a breathless chuckle. “You’re really nailing this co-pilot thing.”
“Just doing my civic duty,” I mutter, cramming the wine into my bag before I make a complete fool of myself. 
We lapse into a quiet stretch.
“You know,” I say eventually. “I can’t believe how much has changed this year.”
Hands steady on the controls, Ashley casts me a sideways smile. “You got a new girlfriend.”
“I did.”
“How is she?”
I turn toward her, deadpan. “Not half as funny as she thinks she is. How’s your girlfriend?”
She hums, amused. “Gullible as ever, but her eye rolls and death glares are becoming more endearing by the day.”
I swat her arm, scandalized. She grins wider.
“As are her punches,” she adds, laughing.
I roll my eyes, fighting a smile that sneaks through anyway. It always does around her.
Then, after a pause, softer this time: “Thank you.”
She tilts her head. “For what?”
My gaze drifts to the horizon, gilded in pink and gold. Maybe I’m tipsy on adrenaline (or slightly deprived of oxygen), but I can’t shake the feeling that none of this would’ve happened without Ashley. She’s been at the center of it all, from the spectacular disaster of our first meeting to this surreal moment between sky and sea level.
Without her, I wouldn’t have danced barefoot in Fiji, sand sticking to my ankles, stars sliding loose from the sky. I wouldn’t have wandered London in the rain, her hand warm in my pocket. I wouldn’t have butchered “Livin’ on a Prayer” in some grimy bar while wearing her stupid 99 Problems But Karaoke Ain’t One shirt. Or laughed so hard we nearly got kicked out of that pasta class after she launched her dough onto the ceiling.
Honestly, I probably wouldn’t have done half the things I’ve managed.
I would’ve stayed in my lane. Played it safe. Punched the clock, gone home alone, told myself that was enough.
Instead, I landed my dream job. VP of National Security & Sales at NextCon. Everything I’ve worked for, minus the recurring nightmare about regular air travel. Small detail. I’ll get over it. 
“Parker?” Ashley says, eyebrow raised.
I blink, the cabin sliding back into focus.
“Right. I meant ... thanks. For this. For pushing me. And okay, maybe occasionally tricking me,” I say, shooting her a look, “into doing things I didn’t think I could do. Or survive.”
Ashley snorts. “Please. You’re the most badass woman I know.”
That is objectively false. I could list at least ten women off the top of my head more qualified for that title. But the way she says it, as if it’s written somewhere permanent, stitched into the sky alongside the flight path, makes something in my chest stretch and settle in the same breath.
It’s a strange thing, how one choice—a last-minute flight, a temporary job, a fake kiss that didn’t stay fake—can reroute an entire life. One risk. One yes. And suddenly, you’re on a plane you never meant to board, chasing a view you didn’t even know you needed.
And if you’re lucky, impossibly lucky, you’re sitting beside the person who made it all make sense. The one who takes your hand mid-flight, grins like she invented gravity, and convinces you falling was always part of the plan.
Ashley unbuckles her belt.
“Now, Parker,” she says, eyes glinting. “What do you say we flip this thing on autopilot and check out the back seat?”
My heart stutters. Trips.
She can’t be serious.
She’s serious. She’s—
“I’m joking.” She holds up her water bottle with an innocent smile. “Just getting hydrated, see?” 
I grab it from her hand and swat her shoulder. 
“Ashley ...”
She laughs, unbothered as ever. “What? One day, Parker. One day, you’re joining the mile-high club.”
I roll my eyes. “Don’t get ahead of yourself.”
But she’s already there, stacking plans, building towers out of thin air, daring me to climb after her.
“See,” she says, nudging the controls, “this is just the start. Light aircraft license today, prop plane tomorrow, commercial jet after that. Sky’s the limit ...”
God help me, I laugh anyway.
The truth is, I love her. Not the easy or the safe kind. The kind that steps onto the wing mid-flight and trusts the wind to hold. And if she’s going, I’m going.
I’d board any plane. Chase any crooked horizon. As long as she’s in the seat beside me.
Because somehow, against every odd, she’s it.
That’s where the story really begins.
Some stories take off slowly. Some require altitude. 
This one? 
It needed her.
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Find Me Under The Stars
Returning to my hometown has never been part of the plan.

I’m just selling the family home and then hightailing it back to the city.

Everything should be okay as long as I don’t cross paths with childhood frenemy Cameron Maxwell. We haven’t seen each other for eighteen years, and I plan on keeping it that way, especially after she crushed my little ten-year-old heart.

I certainly won’t be spying on her through the window, indulging in boat rides with her, or planting a toe inside her ostentatious mansion. And I don’t care if Cameron’s the hottest thing since the Sun, she’s definitely not seeing me naked.

No way. Nu-uh. That would be a full-blown nightmare…


Someone pass the popcorn because things are about to get messy.

The Christmas Pact
All I wanted this holiday season was some peace and freaking quiet.

You know, to decompress after saving lives as a grouchy cardiologist—no big deal. But, as usual, the universe likes to torment me. Next thing I know, a washing machine crashes through my neighbor’s ceiling, and Zoe Winters—my Christmas-loving, chaos-on-legs neighbor—gets thrown into my life. Exactly the kind of nonsense I was hoping to avoid.

I’m a divorced, all-business, no-people-please kind of woman. Now, Zoe is staying in my apartment. Cute? Sure. But she’s also a holiday hurricane, tossing gifts out the window, dragging a stray cat along for the ride, and let’s not even talk about her version of ‘cleaning up.’

The craziest part? Somewhere between her turning my apartment upside down and cracking my grumpy shell, I start to realize... maybe I don’t hate this. Maybe I don’t hate her. I might just ask her to be my plus-one for Christmas.

Of course, she’ll have to survive my nosy family, inclement weather, turkey sandwiches, and—oh yeah—one scary bear.

Is this holiday headed straight for disaster, or could it actually be the Christmas miracle I never saw coming?


The Christmas Pact is a fun, heartwarming lesbian rom-com about two mismatched neighbors, one epic inconvenience, and the unexpected magic that happens when life—and love—gets a little messy.
Blurred Lines
What in the actual hell is going on?

So far this week, I’ve been stood up, taunted by a kid, and dunked in coffee. And that was just on my way to my job interview.

I almost couldn’t believe it when the hot stranger who crashed into me in the coffee shop came to my rescue and offered me her clothes. Unfortunately, this stranger has a name – Natalie Dalton – and she might’ve also popped up at my job interview. And then on a night out. In fact, now she won't leave me alone.

Thank god she's not my type, or I could be in real trouble.

Two strangers, one collision, and a whole lot of fate, romance, and bed-sharing combine in this feel-good lesbian rom-com.

Work In Progress
Dear God, Can I please return her?

I know I asked for a hot, amazing woman to shake things up, but this is not what I had in mind. Not even close.

Sure, she's a high-flying executive with mesmerizing eyes that hypnotize me, killer legs, wild hair –

Ugh.

Anyway, Reagan and I are polar opposites.

First of all – she is New York, I am small-town Harmon Valley.

She is also bossy, career-obsessed, and oh, a royal pain in my ass.

Now you’re telling me that we need to live AND work together under one roof for two months?

This is going to be a disaster.


Work in Progress is a light-hearted lesbian romantic comedy between two women from different worlds with plenty of laughs, chemistry, and a healthy dose of forced proximity.
Love To Hate You
Chatty, down to earth, Chelsea Roberts is cruising through life – successful career, great circle of friends, cute dog. Sure, her love life could use an intervention, but everything else is kind of perfect. That is, until a new roommate blows in unexpectedly on New Year’s Day and turns everything upside down.

Doctor-to-be Lucy Walker.
Moody.
Conversation-killer.
Jerkette.
And the hottest woman in the universe.

Chelsea is beside herself and plots to get rid of her. While Lucy tries to avoid any type of interaction, even if it means crawling out the window. Things spiral quickly, and it doesn’t take long until they get caught up in a series of tit-for-tat pranks and bad behavior trying to drive each other crazy.

Yet as time goes on, something begins to change. Chelsea slowly pulls back the layers of her roommate and discovers there may be more to her than she thought. Lucy seems to ‘hate’ her with less conviction, and the two women almost begin to enjoy hanging out.

Life soon forces these sworn enemies to work out the true extent of their feelings before one of them walks away.
A Long Way From Home
Logic versus desire – only one can survive the scorching heat of the Australian Outback.

When no-nonsense teacher Callie Rogers receives news that her deadbeat father has passed and has left her a share of his million-acre cattle station in the inhospitable Outback, she begrudgingly flies to the other side of the world.

She is looking to tie things up quickly and get the hell out of there, but her meeting with the charming and gorgeous manager Tessa Fitzgerald sends her into a complete tail-spin. Her serene, together life is soon turned on its head and her colorful adventure in the Outback begins.

Australia proves to be full of surprises, laughter, and tears, and nothing like she expected. Lesbians are an all but extinct species out at Cobargo station so Tessa is not sure what to make of the attractive American who just dive-bombed her way into her life. Yet as much as she tries, she can’t seem to stay away.

Despite being from different worlds, the two of them are inexplicably drawn to one other and begin something they are not sure they can finish. As secrets unravel, their connection is tested and it soon becomes a battle of the hearts.

With the odds stacked against them, they find that they will need to put everything on the line to keep this once-in-a-lifetime love alive or risk losing it all.
Dear Neighbor
Journalist by day and voyeur by night, the ever-loveable Bella is seemingly content living in her little bubble. That is, until savvy lawyer and recently single, straight girl Sophie crashes into her world and moves into her apartment complex. The neighbors get off to a rocky start and can’t seem to avoid each other, no matter how hard they try.

Bella does not want to fall for the straight girl and Sophie does not want a relationship. Period. But as their friendship blossoms, they battle to keep their emotions in check and it seems the more time they spend together, the harder they find it to stay apart. Both have been hurt in the past and neither of them are remotely interested in falling in love, or are they?

As life throws in unexpected twists and turns, they are forced to look deep within and decide whether what they have is worth fighting for.
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