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To Christine, my fun and supportive mother. I promise that only the good parts of the mothers in my books are based on you.




Dear Reader,

Thank you for picking up my book! If you’re joining me here from my young adult world, it’s important to note that this is an adult book in both theme and content, including on-page language and sex. (And banter and romance and longing.) With that said, happy reading!

—Kasie






PROLOGUE


“There?” he breathed into my ear, his finger pressing on just the right spot, as if he’d studied my body for years and knew exactly how to make it hum with pleasure.

“Yes,” I said, unable to keep my knees from falling open as he worked me to near release. How could he know the exact spot when this was the first time we’d ever met in person? He hardly knew me at all. We’d literally matched the day before on a dating app and set up a date for tonight. Dinner conversation was subpar and the food was less than subpar. What was I doing? My rule was three dates, at least! And never in a car. I wasn’t some horny teenager. I was a romantic. I liked fun banter and late-night talks and effort!

“Don’t stop,” I said when his finger slid out of me and his hand moved up my side to cup my breast.

“Let’s slow down,” he said, “take our time … go inside?”

“Yes, back inside,” I said with a moan.

He let out a breathy chuckle.

We sat in the driveway of what I assumed was his house. Was it his parents’ house? He was twenty-seven, but that meant nothing these days. Who could afford housing? Even if he was …

“Ah, ah, yes,” I said on a sigh. He had unbuttoned three buttons of my top and moved aside my bra. My nipple was in his mouth that was applying slight suction while his tongue swept back and forth along my peak. My ribs knocked into the gear shift and he adjusted my position.

After the less-than-impressive dinner, he’d driven me back here to my car. I meant to get out of his, walk the thirty feet to where mine was parked on the curb, and drive home. Instead, we’d met each other’s eyes. His were a warm brown. He had thick, wavy hair and a wide smile. He was handsome despite the terrible conversation. And then, without knowing who initiated it, we were kissing. Not some sloppy kisses that left my mouth wet and the rest of me dry. This man knew how to kiss. Long, languid drawn-out kisses, his mouth soft, his breath hot, his tongue sure.

“You said you were a software engineer, right?” I asked now. Did software engineers study human anatomy? How was he so good at this?

“Yes,” he said, releasing my nipple. I shouldn’t have asked him a question. “You’re a literary agent?”

At twenty-four, I was well on my way to becoming a literary agent. But right now, I could only claim, “Assistant to a literary agent.”

“What’s an assistant to a literary agent do?” he asked, his eyes intense on mine, like he was trying hard to focus on anything but the exposed breast just under his chin.

“We read lots of emails and lots of books. What about you?”

“Mostly coding. Sometimes rewriting other people’s codes. Troubleshooting projects. Compliance.” My hands were on the buttons of his shirt now, undoing them one by one. Why had I turned this night back to conversation? We’d already proven we were horrible at that. At least with each other. But this—I snaked my hand inside his shirt and along his bare chest; he drew a shuddering breath—this we were proving to be exceptionally good at.

I put his hand back on my breast and he chuckled, but his calloused thumb traced a slow circle and my eyes fluttered closed with the sensation.

“Um…” he started.

“Margot,” I filled in for him, opening my eyes.

“I know your name,” he said. Then his brows shot down. “Do you remember mine?”

Shit. I honestly didn’t think this date was going to last more than an hour after his first words to me were “The problem with dating apps is that not even the best programmer can replicate a fraction of real human interaction.”

“Right,” I had said. “Hi, nice to meet you.”

The next few minutes had been him studying the menu in complete silence. I’d tried to ask him what he was ordering several times, polite small talk, but his eyes never left the page, like anything outside of whatever he was thinking wasn’t important. Instead of responding to me, he started talking about how fonts were created, and how whoever designed the menu had used the wrong one. He ignored the waitress when she came over as well. I had to hold up my finger, silently asking her for more time because he was still talking. Not even I, a total book nerd, could talk for ten minutes about fonts. Especially not in a way that made it sound like I should be put in charge of all the world’s lettering choices. He was arrogant. That was obvious.

I could normally carry a conversation, but I found myself at a loss for words. He was right, this was the problem with dating apps. Not even the best programmer could replicate real human interaction. So you didn’t know, until you were sitting in front of a person, whether you were actually compatible or not.

“Uh … something with an A?” I said now.

He gave a single laugh. “You really don’t remember my name?”

“Aaron?”

“Oliver,” he said.

“I was close!”

“You call that close?”

“I do.” I leaned forward to kiss him.

He inched backward.

“They have the same feel,” I insisted.

“Margot…”

“Seriously?” I asked, my panties still around my ankles.

“Let’s get to know each other a little better.”

“I think the getting to know each other is what’s ruining it,” I said with a smile.

He shook his head, a smile on his lips too. At least he had a sense of humor. But he didn’t resume our makeout.

I pulled my black lace underwear the remainder of the way off, over my heels. “Oliver, you said?”

“Oliver,” he said.

“I think we both know we’re not a match.” I had known from the minute he ignored the waitress. I should’ve left then. I took his hand and placed my panties in his palm. “But it was fun.” I climbed out of the car, adjusted my skirt, and walked away.






CHAPTER 1


Three years later

“Wait wait wait wait…” Sloane, my roommate, started. She was in her pajamas, bonnet on her head protecting her curls, and sipping a glass of white wine. She’d come out of her room when I got home and perched herself on the couch, ready for me to summarize the date. For as long as we’d been roommates (more than two years now) this had been our ritual. “You’re telling me you gave him your leftovers?”

“Yes,” I groaned, pouring myself a glass of wine from the bottle on the counter.

“The guy who cuts his meat into tiny pieces?”

“My dad nearly choked on a piece of steak once,” I said, carrying my wine to the couch. “Had to get the Heimlich from a fellow restaurantgoer and everything. Maybe Lance has too.”

Sloane curled her lip. “Did he still hold his fork in his entire fist while he ate?”

“It’s unique,” I insisted.

She rolled her eyes. “A free meal is a free meal no matter who you have to eat it with, I guess.”

I cringed. “I paid.”

“You paid last time!”

“I know. I panicked. He started talking about flat-earth theory. And he was on the wrong side of that argument! I practically threw my credit card at the waiter.” I don’t know why. I didn’t have extra funds just lying around to pay for all dates. At twenty-seven, my job was still the same one I’d had for the last four years—assistant to a literary agent. And even though in the last couple years I’d gotten to take on a few of my own small clients, in every other way it was the same: same responsibilities, same office, same boss, same barely livable salary. We should’ve split the check. I usually split the bill on dates, but Lance was into the I pay this time, you pay next time idea. As if there were going to be an infinite string of next time s.

“Thank god he brought up his thoughts on the Earth’s shape,” she said. “Or you would’ve been in love with him by next week.”

“I would not have,” I said, but only half-heartedly. We’d met in a yoga class three weeks earlier when I’d stumbled and knocked him over while attempting the Warrior 2 pose. We’d exchanged numbers before the class was even over through whispers and giggles under the annoyed glare of the instructor. Lance was cute and asked me questions about myself, a low bar, yet one many men couldn’t make it over. He’d made it to date three. I thought we were on our way. Then he brought up his conspiracy theories and the perfect future I had envisioned came crashing down.

“I’m just saying…” she sang.

“You have no room to talk,” I said to Sloane. “You’re happily in a relationship now. You’ve forgotten about the discovery phase. The discovery phase is the absolute worst part of a relationship. I hate having to start from zero with someone, to answer the same questions over and over again and ask the same questions over and over again. Decide if we’re compatible over and over again.”

“So you were willing to live with fist fork for the rest of your life so you could avoid having to explain what a slush pile is again?” Sloane twisted her smartwatch on her wrist.

“Among other things,” I said. We both knew I wasn’t going to marry Lance, despite how much I tried to convince myself his habits were charming.

“You know what this means?” Sloane said.

I took a sip of wine. “No, it doesn’t.”

“It does.”

“I don’t want to. I don’t need them. I’m meeting people the real way.”

“In yoga class? That’s the real way?”

“Yes! It was romantic.” I was a romantic at heart. It was why I wanted to be a literary agent. I wanted to put love stories in the hands of the hopeless romantics of the world. Plus, I was really good at seeing what did and didn’t work in a story. At seeing how to shape a book into the perfect combination of conflict and romance. And through years and years of reading love stories, I wanted my own. Not one that involved swiping right. I’d seen it happen not just in stories but in real life, time and again. Why couldn’t it happen for me?

“It really wasn’t,” she insisted. “Your meet-cute obsession is narrowing your field of potentials. How many new people can possibly cross your path when you go to the same four places every day?”

“Rude.”

“True.”

“Dating apps are no better. They are all a big, unromantic scam, wasting our time and money. A software engineer once told me that they can’t re-create real interaction anyway, so they’re a pointless way to meet—”

“I don’t need another rant about how you wish you lived before social media and apps and how true romance only happens organically through shared experiences, history, and in-person chemistry. This attitude is why you’re still screwing Rob.”

I gasped and heat crawled its way up my neck and clung to my cheeks.

She pointed, her wine sloshing over the edge of the glass in her opposite hand. “I knew it! Dammit, Margot, you should have to put five bucks in the Bad Decisions jar for that.” She gestured toward the jar on the bookcase that had started as a joke and was now an even bigger joke because it was half-full of money.

“I am not screwing Rob!” Which was true. I just still occasionally, against my better judgment, wanted to screw Rob, which was why my cheeks were cherry red at the moment. Rob was my boss and the last real relationship I’d had. Real being a relative word. Our timing had been off from the very beginning. He was going through a divorce, he was emotionally unavailable, he was … my boss. It had been a relationship full of shared looks, bathroom makeouts, and weekend rendezvous. It was filled with high highs and really low lows. It was wrong. God, I knew it was wrong. But in the midst of all the boring dates I’d been going on for the last several years, sometimes it felt like the only exciting thing in my life. Sloane was the only person in my life who even knew about that so-called relationship.

She stood. “Sit down. I’m going to make you your special slushie and you are going to download the dating apps again.”

“Nooooo!” I whined.

She headed for the kitchen. “You prematurely deleted them.”

“I didn’t. I was on the edge of something with Lance.”

“The edge of the Earth?”

“Ha, ha.” I reached for the book I’d left on the coffee table earlier and sank deeper into the couch. I opened it to where a piece of dental floss was acting as a bookmark. “Maybe I’ll just stick to my book men from now on,” I said. “Celebrate a Me Era where I read more and work on a promotion and, you know, be more consistent than once every six months with yoga. I don’t need a man.”

“Is it possible to read more than you do?”

“It is,” I assured her.

“You’re right, you don’t need a man. And I agree with that promotion thing, make that happen, it’s long overdue. But”—she pushed a button on the blender and the sound of ice being pulverized filled the room for sixty seconds—“everyone needs a little fun.”

I knew why she really wanted me back on the apps. She thought without them I’d become preoccupied with Rob. It was hard not to when I saw him day in and day out.

My book was plucked from my hands and she held out my drink.

“Don’t lose my spot!” I called as she shut it and deposited it on the table.

“Spot is safe,” she said as I accepted the drink.

Then my cell phone was placed in my free hand.

I sighed, resigned, took a sip of slushie for courage, and cringed. She’d made it strong tonight. I scrolled to the app store and pushed the get button on my go-to dating apps. I watched the little cloud and arrow symbols as the icons were brought to life on my screen. The more colorful they became, the more my heart sank. This should’ve felt like I was taking charge of my life. So why did it always feel like I was giving up?






CHAPTER 2


I knocked on the frame outside the open door to Rob’s office and then leaned my upper body just over the threshold. “Hi, good morning, I finished reading Janet’s rom-com yesterday and I had a few suggestions. Do you want me to email them to you or do you want to discuss them face-to-face?”

Sloane would make me put five dollars in the Bad Decisions jar if she saw me right now, too many buttons undone on my shirt, my dark hair curled into beachy waves, my plum-colored lipstick on, leaning into my boss’s office at just the right angle for a cleavage view.

After my terrible date last night and the walk of shame back into the dating apps, I needed some excitement, but Rob was too preoccupied with his computer to give me much of anything. “An email is fine. I’m doing lunch today with Kathy Green, so—”

“The editor?” I asked, taking a step forward and straightening my shoulders. Los Angeles was not New York. It was rare that he met face-to-face with editors here. Like me, he usually pitched over emails or phone calls or, unlike me, on his quarterly New York trips.

“Yes, I’m pitching her Sarah’s book. She’d be a good fit, yes?”

“She’d be a great fit.” I’d worked hard on Sarah’s book. I was the one who’d found it in the slush pile of emails that came into Rob’s inbox from authors hoping he’d represent them. It was my job to comb through those emails, pick out the promising ones, and sometimes … most of the time … pass them on to Rob. But not before giving him my notes for story improvements.

Occasionally, Rob let me junior-agent on authors I personally found. Share most of the responsibilities in exchange for a small cut of the commissions. But Sarah was not one of those cases. He thought she was going to be big. He handled clients he saw the most potential in.

For the last three years, Rob had promised me that soon, very soon, I could be a full-fledged agent. It was beyond frustrating that I hadn’t been promoted yet, because my clients did decently well, they earned royalties, they made best-of lists.

“What time is the meeting?” I asked. My eyes went to the clock on the wall in his office. It was ten. “Should we walk over together?” He had promised me the last time he had a local meeting that I could come next time so I could meet more editors in person. Face-to-face was so important to build rapport.

He finally looked over at me from where he’d been typing who-knows-what on his keyboard. His eyes lingered on my blouse, then jumped to my lips. “Just me this time. I’ll take you along next time. It would be good for you to see the master at work.” With those words he gave me a flirty wink.

He was handsome, really handsome, with dark hair, piercing blue eyes, and a strong nose. Plus, he was charming, always saying just the right things at just the right time. That was how I’d gotten into trouble before. But today I wasn’t going to let him charm his way out of a promise. I crossed my arms over my chest, suddenly wishing I’d buttoned my shirt all the way up to my chin. “That’s what you said last time.” I sounded like a petulant child. I kind of felt like one.

“Did I?” he asked. “Well, this meeting is more just old friends catching up with a pitch thrown in the mix. I wouldn’t want you to feel like a third wheel.”

I mentally pulled up the list my sister, Audrey, had given me years ago about the art of negotiation. She was the most successful person I knew in real life, so she often became my internal compass.

Common interests. That was one of the C’s. “I’d be a great second opinion on Sarah’s book. Two people excited about a project is better than one.”

“I have this one.” He picked up a stack of papers from his desk and held them out. “Will you file these with the rest of the contracts?”

Rob wasn’t about compromise (one of the other C’s) because he had all the power. He was dismissing me now. Redirecting me. And I was letting him—walking forward, taking those papers, and leaving his office. I pulled his office door shut behind me even though it had been open when I arrived. It was my passive-aggressive form of rebellion. I quickly filed his contract in the agency file room and went back to my desk in the lobby, where I’d been stationed for the last six months. Ever since the office’s receptionist had taken a better job across town. Rob had promised they were still looking for a replacement. That it would happen soon, very soon.

I seethed while answering phones, responding to emails and receiving packages, because it was better to be angry than hurt. I hated that Rob still had the power to hurt me.

As he was leaving the office at eleven forty-five, Rob said, “While I’m gone, will you reach out to Kari and see if you can schedule a phone appointment for later this week?” as if he hadn’t rejected me that morning.

I clenched my jaw and nodded. Kari was his top client and I enjoyed talking to her, hearing about her latest projects or ideas or her struggles and blocks. But not even the thought of talking to Kari could loosen my jaw.

“Great,” he said. On his way out the door he turned back. “Oh, and I probably won’t be back in today. Why don’t you treat yourself and leave at four instead of five.” He took two steps backward and the door swung shut between us. He stood for a moment, staring at me through the glass like I should mouth a thank you or blow a kiss. He was obviously expecting something. When I did nothing, he looked down at his phone and walked away.

I let out a frustrated grunt, sent an email to Kari, then did what I often did when I was dissatisfied with my job: typed in the address for my dream agency in New York—Mesner & Lloyd Lit. Getting a job there as an agent was a pipe dream without more stats on my résumé and as long as the word junior was still in my title.

I took my phone out of my purse that was tucked under my desk and shot off a text to Sloane: I thought sleeping with your boss was supposed to get you ahead in your career.

I stared at my phone, waiting for her to chime in with some empathetic frustration that would make me feel better, but she was obviously actually working today.

She was a film agent. It was how we met four years ago. One of Rob’s clients was working with her to sell their film rights. Sloane and I were on the phone weekly trying to iron out the details. She had thought I was the lit agent, because of how little she had talked to Rob. Eventually, she and I were having weekly lunches. Then, when we found out our leases were ending at the same time, we decided to become roommates. One of the best decisions I’d made in the last several years. The only good decision? No. I shook my head. There were others, even though I couldn’t think of any at the moment.

I was starting to put my phone away when I saw a little red notification next to one of my dating apps. Ugh. I’d matched with a couple guys the night before, under Sloane’s watchful direction. But I’d avoided looking at the apps ever since.

The message waiting now read: Should we just start by exchanging full body pics, save ourselves some time.

I rolled my eyes.

Phase one of dating-app swiping consisted of collecting a wide array of potentials. I tried to match with as many people as possible to give myself a fighting chance. This was my least favorite phase because I’d end up chatting with a handful of guys, most of whom didn’t want to have conversations at all. Even the conversations that had promise still felt forced, and I loathed that with all my romance-loving soul.

It was the opposite of a meet-cute. The opposite of a chance encounter or eyes meeting across a crowded room or hands accidentally touching on a handrail. I wanted a mixed-up coffee order or a fighting over the same taxi or reserving the same book at the library and both getting called to come pick it up and then both realizing we had the exact same taste in books. I wanted a knocking someone over in Warrior 2 pose and him not turning out to be a conspiracy theorist … Stupid Lance.

As I unmatched Mr. Picture Swap and swiped through a few more possibilities, my finger paused on the next screen and I chuckled. The photo was a familiar face.

Oliver.

Ever since our terrible date three years earlier he and I had bumped into each other across multiple platforms over and over again. He must’ve deleted the apps as much as I did. Every time I’d downloaded them again, like a reset, his face was there waiting. Sometimes I swiped left on him, rolling my eyes as I remembered how he’d ignored the waitress and me, gave a boring monologue on font usage, and then proceeded to get me all worked up only to leave me to fend for myself that night. And sometimes I’d laugh and swipe right, and we’d exchange a few funny remarks and move on until our next reset. Today, I swiped right.

Immediately the word Matched filled the screen. He must’ve thought it was a funny tradition at this point too.

He was still very cute—big brown eyes with long lashes, light brown wavy hair, a full smile. So many men didn’t smile with their teeth in photos, but he did.

So we match again, I typed in the chat. I like your new profile pic.

His response was fast: Norah! Hello.

Funny.

They’re the same feel, right?

I laughed out loud, then clamped my mouth shut and looked around. I was alone. I mean, they kind of are, I responded. I wasn’t going to let him win on the name-forgetting front by admitting I’d been wrong. It had been three years, but I still had my pride.

His next message read: You have a new profile pic too. You got a dog?

No, it’s my friend’s dog. I need people to know that animals love me.

But do you love animals is the question.

I smiled, then typed: It depends on the animal. That specific dog in that specific picture … no.

Ha! Well, being adored is much better than adoring. And that dog adores you.

Truth. The potted plant on the corner of my desk looked sad, drooping leaves with brown edges. I picked up my water bottle and drizzled some water into the parched dirt.

How are you? was his next message.

You know … still here trying my luck with these impersonal torture devices.

He responded: Same. I thought you worked during the day. Did you change jobs?

No. I’m at work right this second, I replied. Working away. You still coding?

My phone buzzed with his response: I started my own business, actually, so I work from home now. But yes, lots of coding involved.

Do you make fonts?

Please don’t remind me of my oration on fonts. It’s a low point in my life.

But I can’t look at a menu without thinking about it. You need to know the consequences of your actions. This was actually a true statement. There’d been many times I had unwillingly remembered our first date. It had been such an odd juxtaposition of incredibly boring followed by incredibly sensual that left me more irritated than anything.

A message appeared on my screen: Sleeping with your boss kept you doting and horny.

The message made me physically recoil before I realized it was Sloane responding to my getting ahead text. I spun my chair away from the front door so I was facing the back wall.

I thought that was from this guy I was messaging, I texted back.

She replied: And I take it he wouldn’t use doting and horny in the same sentence?

That is the main problem.

A message from Oliver buzzed through at the top of my screen: Which font would you like me to draft an apology letter in?

I laughed, then pressed the phone icon next to Sloane’s name before I confused message threads and responded to the wrong person.

She picked up after three rings. “Your fingers too tired to text?”

“I wanted to hear your beautiful voice,” I said.

“Valid,” she responded.

“Do you remember me mentioning an Oliver? I went out with him once three years ago and have matched with him off and on ever since.”

“Best-car-makeout-you’ve-ever-had guy?”

“Yes!” Best makeout period.

“But he was otherwise painfully boring and inconsiderate.”

I cringed. I had probably said that too. “Not painfully. Okay, painfully. And yes, was rude to the waitress and didn’t ask me any questions about myself, but instead talked about something completely irrelevant. We had absolutely nothing in common.” I liked artists and filmmakers and writers. They were easier for me to relate to because we had shared interests and oftentimes shared goals. Plus, people outside the creative field didn’t understand the sometimes all-consuming nature of the job.

“We are not meant for talking,” I said. “Only making out, apparently.” That combination hadn’t happened to me before or since.

“I wonder if he still has your underwear.”

Speaking of something I hadn’t done before or since. “I’d be offended if he didn’t.” I thought about the shocked look on his face when I’d done that. He’d probably thrown them away immediately.

“It was pretty badass. Anyway … what about him?”

“He’s the one I was chatting with when you sent me that text.”

“You’re going for a round two? He could probably use a matching bra. Make it a set.”

I snorted. “No. And considering how many times we’ve matched over the years, this would be a round ten.”

“Round ten’s the charm?”

“Not happening.”

“Probably a good call. I have to go. The office phone is ringing. Wait, are you at work?”

“Yes, I’m working.”

She laughed and hung up.

I really did need to work. I sighed, spun back toward my computer, and started reading through emails sent by writers hoping Rob would represent their books. An hour or so into reading, my eyes starting to sting from staring at the computer screen for so long, I got curious and reached for my phone again.

A couple messages were waiting from Oliver. The first read: I didn’t mean to shame you into going back to work. You should definitely message on company time.

The second one read: If we’re going to ghost each other again, let’s give a warning this time.

Ghost was a strong word, reserved for someone you were interested in. Oliver and I were not that. We had established on day two of knowing each other that we would never be that. I typed: Is it considered ghosting if a warning is involved?

We’ll call it a haunting, he responded.

Did you have that word ready to go? That was fast.

No, I’m just really clever.

I narrowed my eyes. You had that word. You’re reusing banter on me? Recycled banter is unacceptable.

For the record, this is the first time I’ve used it, but I guarantee fifty percent or more of my banter will be unoriginal. If that is a dealbreaker, haunt me now.

That wasn’t on my dealbreaker list before but I’m going to add it now.

What else is on this list?

Oh you know, the usual: doesn’t know the difference between their, there, and they’re, hits the snooze button fewer than three times, has never seen Dirty Dancing, thinks the earth is flat.

Right … the usual.

As I was about to respond, asking him what his were, the front door to the office opened and Rob came in holding a Styrofoam box and some sort of iced coffee.

“You look…” He paused just inside the door.

“What?” I asked when he didn’t finish. I looked down at my shirt to make sure another button hadn’t come undone or anything.

“Happy,” he finally said.

I could feel the leftover smile on my face from the chat I’d been having with Oliver. I slipped my phone back into my purse by my feet and cleared my throat, trying to channel some seriousness. “I’m good. Fine. I thought you were out for the rest of the day.”

“You seemed so angry when I left, I thought I’d bring you some lunch and a chai.” He set the offerings on the desk in front of me.

My eyes shot between the food and him. Did he really think a bribe would work? It did mean he was thinking about me in his meeting. I felt my resolve melting. Maybe it would work. I managed to keep my face neutral. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, not feeling the need to keep a smile off his face. He sat on the edge of my desk, one of his strong hands picking up the rake in my desktop garden and dragging a pattern in the sand.

“How did the meeting go?” I asked.

“It went well. She wants me to send over Sarah’s full manuscript. Can you do that before you leave today?”

“That’s great. And yes, of course.”

He stood.

“But Rob?”

He stopped before he’d even taken a step. “Yes?” He gave me the smoldering stare that had gotten me into trouble more than once.

It was not going to work on me today. Especially if I stopped looking at his eyes. I focused on a dark freckle on his cheekbone. “I’ve been here four years. It’s time for me to make the jump to full-time agent.”

“You’re right,” he said with a nod. “We’ll talk about what the path to agent looks like soon.”

“Right,” I said, somewhat shocked he didn’t push back. I could feel the surprised look on my face and I smoothed it to confident (another C). “Right. Thank you.”

As he walked out the door for the second time that day, my chest expanded with excited anticipation. Things were happening. Maybe I was finally going to take some steps forward in my life.

I opened the Styrofoam box, ready to dig into whatever lunch he had brought me. It was a few bites of soggy salad and a quarter of a chicken breast smothered in barbecue sauce.

His leftovers.






CHAPTER 3


“Hey, Mom,” I said, answering my phone while changing lanes.

Her voice rang out over my car’s speakers. “Hey, honey. How are you?”

“I’m good. Just on my way home from work. How are you and Dad? Any food roulette this week?” My parents were pretty technologically savvy, but they were helping to “work out the glitches” of a food-ordering app one of their friends had developed. Once the week before they’d ended up with a feast to feed twenty, and the second time they’d ordered a cake instead of the burgers they had been trying for. The app had a lot of glitches.

She laughed. “No surprises this week.”

“Because you haven’t used it?”

“Possibly … What about you?” she asked. “Still dating your yoga studio guy? I loved your meet-cute story.”

So maybe I talked about meet-cutes too much if my mom knew the term and everything. “No, actually. He turned out to be a flat-earther.”

She laughed. When I didn’t join her, she said, “Wait, are you serious?”

“Unfortunately, very.”

“I’m sorry, I know how much you want to find love. Fingers crossed that your guy is waiting for you at the nearest train station or chicken farm. Have you checked the chicken farms?”

I chuckled. “Maybe I should. But in the meantime, I’m back on the apps.”

“You’re swiping for dates?”

“Unfortunately,” I said.

“Is that Maggie!” my older sister called out. She was the only person who called me Maggie. Had since I was little. “I was just going to call her.” The sound of the phone changing hands was followed by my sister’s voice. “Hi.”

Audrey had the perfect life. The perfect real estate investor husband, the perfect five-year-old twin boys, the perfect house, the perfect wardrobe. I (along with approximately five hundred thousand viewers a week) knew this because she had a popular YouTube channel all about her life called Success from the Inside Out.

She had always been a go-getter. Where I spent my elementary years on the playground, she ran for and was nominated student body president. Where I spent my high school years writing movie scripts starring my latest crush, she spent hers organizing food drives and heading a remodeling committee for the cafeteria. In college, I was more social than studious, while she double-majored in interior design and business. If she was running up a mountain, I was telling her I’d take the long, scenic way around it. She was good at standing out. I was good at blending in. We didn’t spend a lot of time walking the same path, but she was always giving me advice, always pushing me, always telling me how to walk my path better. Without her personality to go along with it, however, her plan wasn’t working.

“Hi,” I said with a smile. I hadn’t seen her in a couple weeks, but we talked all the time. Despite our differences, we were very close. “Are you stocking Mom’s fridge?” My sister only lived a couple miles from our parents and she often swung by after a grocery run with fresh fruits and veggies.

“Yes, without me, these two would be dead already.”

“I’m fifty-seven, not a hundred and seven,” Mom said from the background.

“I’m helping you make it to a hundred and seven,” Audrey returned. Back to me she said, “The twins have a T-ball game this Saturday. Nine o’clock. Can you come?”

“Isn’t that a bit late for them?” I asked.

“Funny. Nine in the morning.”

“I know, I know. I have a brunch with friends but maybe I can come for the first part.” It wasn’t that I didn’t want to watch my nephews chase around a ball for an hour on a Saturday morning. I loved seeing them. It was just that they lived about an hour away, depending on traffic. I would not make it back by eleven. The last game I went to, between traffic and parking and the game itself, had taken five hours out of my day. Five!

“I’ll text you the address,” she said.

“The boys were more interested in the orange slices after the last game than me, Audrey. Do they even care if I’m there?”

“Of course they do! And I want to see you too.”

“Me too!” Mom called.

“I’ll try.” What I meant by that was I’d seen which argument would win that morning—the guilty side or the screw it side.

“I have to run,” she said. “Samuel just spilled some juice on Mom’s carpet. See you Saturday!”

I pictured the phone being shoved back to Mom as my sister rushed off to save the carpet.

My mom laughed as she came back on the line.

“Is your carpet going to live?” I asked.

“It was a tiny drop. But you know your sister.”

“I do.”

“How is work?” Mom asked.

A car to my right lay on their horn and made me jump. It shouldn’t have. I’d been driving in Los Angeles traffic for years now; horns were like white noise.

“You’re hands-free?” She’d obviously heard the horn as well.

“Yes,” I said. “And things are good. I talked to Rob today about dropping the junior from my title.” Talked was a strong word, but I’d mentioned it and he hadn’t shut me down.

“That’s great, honey. See, you don’t need to move to New York. You can find success right here in the publishing industry.”

I hadn’t found success at all yet, but this was one of the other main reasons I hadn’t started my career in New York in the first place—my family, my friends, everything was here, thousands of miles away. I knew I could be a literary agent anywhere, but the heart of publishing was still in New York and that’s where I knew I’d eventually need to go if I wanted to build a strong foundation. “Maybe,” I said.

“Do you really call your boss Rob?”

“What?” I started to say, but then realized what she was asking. “What else would I call him?” My heart picked up speed as if this was the final clue she needed to discover that I was more familiar with my boss than I should’ve been. She would be so disappointed in me, and I wasn’t sure I could handle Mom Disappointment right now. I was already on a roll of disappointing myself.

“Mr. Bishop,” she said.

“We work in a small office. There are just three agents and two assistants right now and we’re familiar with each other. It would be weird to be so formal.”

“When your dad and I got married, I called his mom Mrs. Hart for years.” Yes, my last name was Hart. Another reason, Sloane assured me, that I was so enamored with romance.

“Well, yeah,” I said. “She made me call her Grandmother. That should say everything.”

Mom laughed. “True.”

“You can call my boss Mr. Bishop anytime you want, Mom,” I said.

“I’m older than him. I would call him Robert.”

I gave a barking laugh.

“When would I ever talk to your boss to call him anything?”

Never. The answer was never, and I would keep it that way.

“Oh! Dad is organizing things in your old room,” she said. I was grateful for the subject change. “He’s thinking about turning it into an office.” My old room had gone through several iterations since I’d left. It had been a workout room with a stationary bike, a craft room, with rolls of ribbons and stacks of material. Now they would add a desk and a computer to the room, it seemed, but my twin bed would still exist, along with the bike that never left the craft room and the ribbons that would never leave the office.

“You can get rid of all of it, Mom. I don’t mind. It’s your house. What things of mine do you still have, anyway?”

“I don’t know. Probably some old handwritten scripts. Remember when you wrote those?”

I let out a breathy laugh as a memory of me sitting on the floor beneath my desk so my mom wouldn’t catch me, headlamp on so I could see, writing late into the night. Another memory, just as vivid, quickly followed: Audrey, in the light of day, flipping through the handwritten pages and telling me she’d researched the odds of getting a script made into a movie and they were devastatingly low. “And that’s for the very best scripts,” she had said. Even as a child, my sister always had a mind for business.

“Nope, don’t remember that at all,” I told my mom now.

“Well, it was a long time ago.”

“It really does feel like ages ago.” I took my exit off the freeway toward my apartment.

“You were so creative back then.”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“No, no, I’m sorry. You’re still very creative,” she said, as only a mom could.

“I’m just teasing you, Mom. I was creative.” On the total wrong path, but creative.

“Are you okay?” she asked after a couple beats of silence.

“I’m fine. Why?”

“It’s just lately you seem so…”

She could’ve filled in the end of her sentence with any number of words—unmotivated, preoccupied, adrift—and been right.

“Unhappy,” was how she actually finished the sentence. A word that hadn’t even come into my mind.

I pressed my brakes as I took the turn into my neighborhood. “I’m not.”

“Maybe you need some goals. When I’m feeling down, I challenge myself to a new twenty-one-day habit.”

“I’m not feeling down, but I’ll keep that in mind. And like I said, I am sort of embarking on a new twenty-one-day habit in the dating world.” That’s probably about how long it would take before the apps provided me either bliss or misery. Either outcome would prompt me to delete them.

“How so?” she asked.

“I call the apps finding a needle in a haystack. The hay is the people I have to work through to find the needle which will probably end up stabbing me in the eye once I grab hold of it.”

“Sounds like you need to get off the apps,” Mom said.

I laughed. “You’re telling me. But I haven’t given up. You know everything takes me twice as long to accomplish than the average person. And, Mom, I’m fine, very fulfilled.” Sure, not at work and not at all with my love life or my health goals … but I had really great friends and family. And that was something.

“If you don’t come to the T-ball game, at least come see us this weekend. We’ll order some food and watch a movie.”

“As long as we don’t use your glitch-filled app.” Great, my life sounded so pathetic that my mom felt like it needed to be filled with rom-coms and sugar in order for me to find joy again. How could I show her that I wasn’t someone to pity when I felt so pitiful?






CHAPTER 4


Good morning, beautiful

That was the message waiting for me when I woke up, from not one but two people I had matched with the day before. With all my heart, I wanted it to be a sweet, genuine sentiment, but when every other guy sent the same message after a few short exchanges, it no longer felt genuine.

I unmatched both of them and sat up with a stretch.

My room was cold. It was late April, which brought us perfect weather outside, but Sloane had once read that the optimum temperature for sleeping was sixty-eight degrees and she took her sleep very seriously. I pulled on my robe and stepped into a pair of slippers I kept at the foot of my bed, then exited my room.

Our kitchen was a good size for an apartment. Probably bigger than we needed, considering neither of us liked to cook. It had a small island and two long countertops. It had a large oven that we never used; instead we’d bought a Crock-Pot, then an Instant Pot, and finally an air fryer, all of which we also never used. The one appliance we religiously used was our coffee maker.

I poured myself a mug now. Sloane joined me, sliding her mug next to mine. I obliged, filling her cup.

“How many good morning beautifuls today?” she asked.

“Two,” I said.

“Should we write a book for men titled ‘How’s ur day going’ and other things you shouldn’t type into a chat box because every dude bro across all platforms does?”

I took a sip of my coffee and hummed in agreement.

“I mean, I know a literary agent. I bet we could get that published,” she said.

“We might need to work on the title. It’s a bit long.”

She poured some vanilla creamer into her mug, then added a dash to mine. “I think it’s perfect.”

“Speaking of agents, I asked Rob about a promotion.”

Sloane’s eyes went wide and she slapped the counter with her hand. “It’s about time! Good job. What did he say?”

I took my coffee to the table and sat down. A vase full of dying flowers dropping their petals occupied the middle of the table. They weren’t mine to throw away or they would’ve been in the garbage at least three days ago. Maybe that was just my jealousy speaking. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gotten flowers. “He said we’d talk about what that entails soon. Or something like that.” I didn’t remember exactly what he said but that was the gist of it.

Her happy expression faded as she slid into the chair next to mine. “That sounds like classic Rob. Always later.”

“It felt different this time.”

She patted my arm. “I hope you’re right.”

“I am.”

“Good. That’s great. I’m proud of you. Make sure you bring it up again sooner rather than later.”

She was right. I needed to make sure it happened this time.

My phone gave a chime.

“Ooh,” Sloane teased. “More good morning beautifuls await.”

I groaned and took another sip of coffee to fortify myself, then opened the app that had the little red number one in the corner indicating an awaiting message. Only it wasn’t a message. It was a blurry picture with the warning from the app: click to view

“What?” Sloane asked.

I must’ve made some sort of noise. “A picture from Oliver.”

“Of what?”

“I don’t know.” I held my breath and clicked on the pic. It cleared to an adorable photo of him crouching down by a golden retriever, a bright red leash in someone else’s hand. The dog’s mouth was open in a smile and its tongue flopped out to the side. Oliver was wearing running shorts and a T-shirt, a sweat ring around the collar. His hair was damp, which made his waves more pronounced. His brown eyes sparkled with happiness and gave me a wave of butterflies that hadn’t been activated by an online exchange in a while.

“Not a dick pic, then?” Sloane asked, raising her eyebrows at my smile.

“Unless this dog’s name is Richard.” I turned the phone so she could see.

“Ah, cute,” Sloane said, then she squinted a little. “And the dog’s cute too.”

I typed: You have an adoring dog?

“He’s actually better-looking than I remember,” Sloane said, inspecting the end of one of her long braids.

“I know, right?”

She flung her braid over her shoulder. “But you’re not going to go out with him?”

“Attraction is not our problem.”

“So if he asks you out you’ll say no?”

“He will not. I promise you. We swiped as a joke and are now talking to pass the time in between real matches. He doesn’t even have my number. We chat in the apps.”

“You have some real matches, then?”

“I’m working on it,” I insisted.

“He’s too cute to be a time passer.”

“Looks aren’t everything. Believe me.” I shuddered, remembering our date.

The chime sounded again and Oliver’s message read: My neighbor’s dog. I wanted you to see that animals are in love with me as well.

And your feelings for animals? I asked him, because he had asked me that same question.

This particular dog is my favorite, he replied, not really answering my question, but I’d given him a snarky reply to that question when he’d asked it, so I deserved it.

“I need to get ready,” Sloane said with a big yawn. “Tell your boyfriend that all future Richard pics need to go through me.”

“Not my boyfriend.”

“Considering your years of matching and chatting history, he is probably the most consistent, healthy relationship you’ve had in a long time.” She laughed as she walked down the hall.

“Ouch,” I called after her. “Not cool!”

Back in my phone I typed: Is this a recycled pic or did you take it just for me?

I told you I wouldn’t use recycled material on you. All original.

I actually think you told me at least fifty percent of your material would be recycled.

Oh, right. I knew I said one or the other.

Hey, that’s not a bad idea, though. We could help each other out. There’s obviously something wrong with our banter on these apps if we both continually end up back on them. Maybe you should run all your pickup lines by me before you use them on women from now on. If he was still single, he was obviously still making the same mistakes he had made with me.

And you’ll run yours by me?

Well, duh. This isn’t a one-sided service, I typed.

First advice: strike duh from your vocabulary.

I huffed. Completely? Or just when responding to men?

More the second.

Ha! Will attempt. Does that mean all sarcasm must go or just the bits that make men feel stupid?

You can say duh to me all day long, but other men …

Oh, sure. You have feelings of steel but those other men, they need to be handled delicately.

Exactly. I like it rough.

A smile took over my face, but before I even responded, another message came through: In the most innocent of contexts, of course. Where did your mind go?

My first advice to you: Wait until at least after a first date for dirty talk.

Good thing we already had one of those then.

I blinked at his message. Was this the same Oliver who had ignored me and the waitress, crowned himself the king of font choices, only read nonfiction, and told programming jokes that I didn’t understand? Maybe this was the Oliver that had known exactly what to do with his tongue.

Maybe he really would be a fun way to pass the time between real matches.
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