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CHAPTER ONE
Romy Mitchell walked through the halls of her old high school, her leopard print ballet flats flopping against the waxed linoleum floor. The air smelled like wood polish and bleach; it all had the temporarily clean look that a school could only have at the end of a summer free of students. The beige lockers were even shining, chipped paint and all. She felt her phone buzz in her pocket but she ignored it.
She already knew it was her mother. For the fifth time that morning.
It was only eight a.m.
She had purposely taken the long way through the school to give the air conditioner time to stop the combined nervous and heat-induced sweat that was pricking at her skin. She had spent the last six years blissfully ensconced in a hamlet in northern Montana. Sure, the winters were brutal, but at least she could avoid the scorching, five-month-long South Texas summers. Despite spending half of her life in the Hill Country town of Sterling, Texas, she hadn’t ever truly acclimated to the heat.
The summertime cicadas buzzed outside so loudly in the gnarled oaks surrounding the one-story school she could hear them clearly in the hallway. A door opened to Romy’s right and a tall, handsome man stepped out. He was young—Romy’s age—and wore sharply pressed khakis, dusty cowboy boots, and a neat button-down shirt in a blue that set off his eyes.
“Nick?” Romy asked, stopping in her tracks. “Nick Darden?”
The man squinted his eyes, a curl of brown hair falling over his forehead. “Romy Mitchell?”
“Oh my God!” Romy squealed, rushing over and giving him a bear hug. He swept her off her feet. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Me? I’ve been here. I thought you were in Canada or something.”
“Montana. But I was about five miles away from the Canadian border, so close enough. You teach here? Seriously?”
“Calculus,” Nick explained. “And I also coach the girls’ volleyball team in my spare time.” He took a deep breath and put his hands on his hips, eyeing Romy up and down. It didn’t make her feel uncomfortable. They’d been best friends in high school; theirs was a completely platonic relationship. Well, they’d shared a kiss once after stealing a bottle of Jack Daniels from Romy’s dad’s liquor cabinet. They drank the whole thing in the back of Nick’s truck bed one night during spring break. But that was the only time. “You look incredible. Hot, even.”
Romy did a little curtsy. “You don’t look so bad yourself. I bet the girls fall all over themselves for you.”
Nick shrugged, the tips of his ears burning pink. “I do alright. You still haven’t told me why you’re standing in the hallowed hallways of Sterling Prep a decade after we graduated.”
“I’m interviewing for a job, actually,” Romy explained. “I’m maybe filling the English teacher position if all goes well.
Nick beamed at her. “Nice!” 
“I’ve gotta walk to the principal’s office. Want to join me?”
“Wouldn’t be the first time the two of us went to the principal’s office together,” Nick said with a grin, staying in lockstep with her. He yawned. “I’ve been here for hours already, trying to get everything done before school starts in two weeks. I like to get here before the other teachers show up. Otherwise, they’re in and out of my room all day distracting me.”
“You must surely be the hot teacher. It’s not surprising,” Romy said, glancing at his left hand, which she saw was bare of any jewelry. “Most eligible bachelor, too?”
Nick rolled his eyes. “Something like that.” They stopped at the door of the front office. “This is where I leave you.” He pulled out his phone. “What’s your number? I’ll take you out tonight for drinks.”
“I have dinner with the family,” Romy groaned in reply.
“Even better. You’ll really need drinks after that.”
Romy gave him her number and her phone buzzed.
“I just texted you.” He reached down and kissed Romy on the cheek. “I’ll see you tonight, alright? Good look with…that.” He pointed at the principal’s office with wide eyes.
“Gee, thanks!” Romy went inside. The secretary, who had been an eighty-year-old man back in her day, had been replaced with a guy who couldn’t have been much older than twenty-two.
“I’m Romy Mitchell. I’m here to see Dr. Bell.”
The kid grinned. “She’s waiting for you.”
“Great,” Romy muttered. She walked through to the back office, knocking twice on the door and holding her breath. Nick was right; this wasn’t her first time seeing Dr. Bell, the stern, elderly principal who doled out punishments looking down her thin nose. Romy had spent probably three weeks of her senior year doing all-day community service to make up for all the classes she’d missed.
“Come in!” said a gravelly, feminine voice.
The sound of it made Romy’s blood run cold. She could feel memories pressing at the edges of her mind, knocking to get inside. But she wasn’t going to let them in. Not now. Not yet. She opened the door and stepped inside, expecting the familiar dark, wood-paneled office that felt like a tomb.
Instead, it was airy. The blinds were thrown up, with gauzy linen curtains hanging on either side. The wood paneling had been painted a gorgeous cream color, and there were brightly colored books everywhere. The office smelled like cinnamon and cloves. Romy was so stunned she didn’t even bother looking behind the desk.
A woman, no older than forty, coughed into a tissue. “Sorry about my voice!” she said. “Summer colds are a bitch.”
It wasn’t Dr. Bell. Well, the name plate at the front of the desk said ‘Dr. Bell,’ but this was most definitely not Dr. Bell. A gorgeous woman with thick, black, glossy hair and impeccable makeup was sitting there. She stood up and held out her hand. “I’m Dr. Bell, nice to meet you.”
Romy gaped at her. “You’re Dr. Bell? Are you sure?”
The woman laughed. “Oh, I’m sorry! You don’t know. I’m the late Dr. Bell’s niece.”
“Late Dr. Bell…”
“Here, please, have a seat. I should have specified in my email correspondence to you. My aunt died a few years ago. Right here in this office, actually.”
Romy’s eyes went wide.
“I’m kidding. She was at home. Just…dropped dead. She was your principal, right?”
“Yeah,” Romy replied. “She was—” But Romy knew the best way to kick off an interview wasn’t by saying how much she hated her potential boss’s aunt.
“A right old bitch,” Dr. Bell finished.
“Well, yeah,” Romy laughed.
“Don’t worry, my whole family used to say she lived so long only out of bitterness and spite. I like to think I’m not like her, though. I grew up in Austin, went to college there. Got my doctorate on the East Coast, worked for a while teaching at a small women’s college out there. After my aunt died, I got a phone call from the school board asking me if I had an interest in moving to Sterling.”
“And you said yes?” Romy asked, incredulous.
Dr. Bell laughed. “I grew up coming here during the summers when I was very, very little. I loved it. Downtown is adorable, there are trees everywhere, ample land, and the people are friendly. I couldn’t resist the opportunity.” Dr. Bell spread her hands out. “A few coats of paint and some staffing changes later, and here we are. But enough about me. I want to offer you the job.”
Romy’s eyebrows furrowed. “What? You don’t even know—”
“I know enough. You’re highly educated. You have an incredible resume and glowing references. Your family is well-established in the town. You have roots here. You’re not going to go running off after a year. You’re an investment for this school. And I want to offer you a full-time position here teaching in the English department.”
“You’re serious.”
“Yes.” Dr. Bell leaned back in her chair. “I just need an answer.”
 



CHAPTER TWO
“No, no. I said Tuesday. Not Monday. Seriously? Seriously? You’re fucking me like this and we haven’t even been on a first date,” Juliet Hudson yelled into the phone. “Dale. Dale. Seriously. You can’t do this to me, I—” The line went dead. “He hung up on me. Unbelievable.” She looked across her desk at her assistant.
“Maybe it was the sexual harassment line that got him,” Carrie said drolly.
“Please. He’s grabbed my ass at least eight times since I started at this firm. I think I’ll be fine.” Juliet rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Why do I work here again?”
Carrie leaned back in her chair and sipped from her Starbucks cup. “It might be the six-figure salary and the corner office.” She set her cup down. “Let’s go to Midtown and get lunch. Maybe get our nails done or something?”
“I’d love nothing more than to do that, but the deposition is tomorrow,” Juliet sighed. Her desk was piled with papers. The windows were letting in tempting, gorgeous mid-August sun. 
“This is New York City. The weather won’t stay like this forever,” Carrie pointed out. She stood up and stretched. “I’m going to my desk. Buzz me if you want to go out, otherwise I’ll just order sandwiches from downstairs. Again.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know. All we do is work. I get it.”
Carrie paused at the door. “I’m just saying, you haven’t been on a date in five hundred years. You haven’t been on a vacation in nine hundred years. You haven’t been home in even longer.”
“You sound like my mother.”
Carrie blew her a kiss and shut the door.
Juliet fell into a pile of work so deep she forgot all time and space. She wasn’t sure how much later it was when Carrie opened the door.
“I’m not hungry,” Juliet replied without looking up. “Hold onto the sandwich for another hour.”
Carrie didn’t reply.
Juliet scribbled notes on a document. “Seriously, Carrie. Just hang onto my food, will you?”
“Juliet. It’s your mother. Something’s happened.”
 
 



CHAPTER THREE
Romy stood in her childhood bedroom, looking at a space that was totally unrecognizable. Maybe some parents enjoyed keeping everything the same, but Romy was certain her mother had the decorator come in the day Romy left for college. In high school, her bright purple walls had been covered in posters of Tegan and Sara and Fall Out Boy, with leopard print accents and fairy lights. Now, it was a tasteful slate grey with boring cream accents and watercolor paintings of the ocean.
Romy hated it.
“Romy,” her mother said from behind her. “All your boxes just arrived and they’re cluttering up the front entryway. I told the staff to bring them up here.”
“No,” Romy replied. “I want the cottage.”
“Grandpa’s cottage? It’s still filled with his stuff. It hasn’t been touched in years.”
“I don’t care,” Romy said. “I’m living in Sterling now, I’m not just visiting. I need a home. If I can’t have the cottage, I’m moving somewhere in town.” She knew by the look on her mother’s face that she’d hit her mark.
“The whole point of you coming home is for you to be close to the family,” Mrs. Mitchell said, whispering the last word as she always did, as if saying the word out loud would make it too real. “If you live in town, how will you be able to bond with your nieces and nephews?”
“Did it ever occur to you that maybe that’s not why I moved home?” Romy replied. She sighed and didn’t wait for a reply. “Tell the staff not to bother, I’ll move everything myself.” She pushed past her mother and ran down the stairs, ignoring whatever her mother was saying after her.
It was boiling hot outside as she carried two of the lighter boxes down the twisting crushed quartz path away from the house. Through the thick, knotted, low trees, she could just make out the quarried stone of the small cottage where her late grandfather had worked every single day since he had moved to Sterling a decade and a half previous. Romy used to visit this little house at lunchtime with a basket full of sandwiches. He’d stop his architectural drafting and eat lunch with her on the screened-in porch. It was her favorite part of each day.
She set the boxes down on the leaf-covered front stoop and swept her hand underneath the dirty front mat, her fingers twisting around the old key. She unlocked the front door and was greeted by slightly stale air that smelled faintly of mothballs and disuse. The door stopped before it swung all the way open. Romy pushed on it, but it wouldn’t budge.
“What the—” She stuck her head inside and screamed in frustration.
Five minutes later, she was standing in the bustling kitchen where the catering staff was preparing that night’s family dinner. “Mother.”
Mrs. Mitchell spun around on her high heels. She was wearing a moisturizing face mask and her hair was up in a shower cap, guilt written all over her Botoxed face. “Romy, I can explain.”
“You’ve been using Grandpa’s cottage as storage for your party decorations?”
“Romy—”
“Don’t you have an entirely renovated barn to store your crap in?”
“It’s not air conditioned—”
“You have the basement in this house for that!” Romy barked.
“We’re renovating it to make a play area for the kids,” Mrs. Mitchell sighed. “Besides, it’s only a few boxes. You can move around them, can’t you?”
Romy opened her mouth to retort but held back, an idea coming to her. “Right. Of course I can. I’ll see you at dinner, then.”
 



CHAPTER FOUR
Juliet rushed around her apartment in a panic, throwing random clothes into a suitcase while Carrie pulled them out patiently to re-fold them.
“Jules, let me pack,” Carrie said kindly. “We only have thirty minutes until your Lyft gets here.”
Juliet opened the top drawer of her dresser and stood there, staring into the twisted pile of underwear and bras. The image began to quiver and disappear before her eyes “Something’s happening.” Her breath came in sharp, shallow rasps. “I can’t see. What’s happening. Carrie! What—what’s happening?”
Carrie stood up and put her arms around Juliet, squeezing her tightly. “You’re crying, Jules. It’s okay. It’s going to be okay.”
Juliet only realized then that there were tears filling up her eyes and rolling down her face. She broke down fully sobbing. “I’m so scared.” 
“I know.”
After a few minutes, Carrie pulled herself away. “Go, get in the shower. I’ll have clothes ready for you and your bag packed. It’ll be alright.”
“I can’t go by myself,” Juliet said.
Carrie nodded. “I know. I already booked my ticket.”
“But you have no clothes.”
Carrie pointed to the front door of Juliet’s penthouse apartment. There was a crumpled black duffel bag sitting there. “I keep a fully packed bag at the office for instances just like this. Now, go. Take a quick shower. I’ll braid your hair when you come out, okay?”
“Okay,” Juliet replied softly.
Hours later, landing at the San Antonio airport, Juliet couldn’t remember how she’d gotten there. She had flashes of memories of Carrie braiding her thick hair, pushing her into the Lyft, and shuffling her through security and into their first class seats.
The next thing she knew, they were rolling through the Hill Country in a cherry red Camaro. 
“Sorry our ride isn’t more understated, but it was all they had at your membership tier,” Carrie explained, switching lanes around a tractor with caution lights.
“It’s fine,” Juliet replied, not entirely sure what she was replying to. She closed her eyes and breathed, falling fast asleep, her head filled with dreams of school hallways that never ended, the tardy bell clanging nonstop as she struggled to find the proper classroom. In her mind, she was sixteen again and completely terrified.
“We’re here,” Carrie whispered from a doorway. Juliet turned to look at her and shrieked as she felt Carrie’s arm on hers. She awoke with a jolt. Juliet realized the car had stopped at the entrance to the long driveway of her childhood home. “I need your key for the gate,” Carrie said.
Juliet rummaged through her black Hermès bag and pulled out a key attached to a Princess Leia figurine. She rubbed her eyes, grateful she hadn’t reapplied her makeup in New York after her shower. Around the car were knots of ancient live oak trees surrounded by a mix of cacti so enormous they looked like sculptures. Tufts of long grass sprouted up at the base of the trees where she knew her brother couldn’t reach with their riding lawn mower. He was always so busy with the café in town he barely had the energy to do more than a quick pass with the machine. Edgers and lawn services were for rich people. 
Juliet had offered more than once to hire a service for her parents, but her dad was resistant. He was a proud man and she didn’t want to push him.
Carrie got back into the car, the gate now open, and drove down the pitted dirt and gravel road that snaked up a modest hill. The house came into view. It was a little ramshackle, but it was home. It had been in her family for several generations, which was good because the land values had gone up significantly in the last decade and there was no way that her family could have afforded it if it hadn’t been paid off by her great-grandparents.
Carrie parked the car under the carport and pulled their bags out of the trunk. Juliet stepped into the oven-hot air, balancing herself on the old rusted station wagon that her father used to drive to work. It was dusty and needed a good wash. 
“Jules?” A rough voice gravelly from too many years of smoking blared out from the doorway.
“Grams,” Juliet said, dropping her purse on the dusty concrete and rushing over to the elderly woman wearing cowboy boots and grey hair down to her waist. She hugged her frail-looking but muscular body, smelling the patchouli coming off the old woman in waves. Nothing made her feel at home like being with her grandmother. 
“You’re a damn mess,” the old woman said, wiping Juliet’s face. “Buck up. She’ll be fine. It’s just an infection.”
“R-r-really?” Juliet stammered. “Is she home yet?”
Grams shook her head. “Not yet. Still at the hospital. Your dad is with her. We can go later, I promise. We don’t want to crowd her just yet, do we?”
“The café—”
“Sam is down there now. Don’t worry about it. Come inside, I made enchiladas.” Grams looked over Juliet’s shoulder at Carrie. “Who are you?”
Juliet wiped a stray tear from her eyes, sure if she cried any more she would shrivel up in the blazing Texas sun. “Grams, this is Carrie. My assistant. I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for her.”
Carrie waved. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms.—”
“Grams. Call me Grams. Come on inside, down the hallway to your left is the guest bedroom. Well, it’s my bedroom, technically, but I usually end up asleep in the hammock in the sunroom anyway.”
Carrie stepped inside with the bags as Grams held Juliet back. “Carrie’s cute. Really cute.”
Juliet rolled her eyes. “Grams. We’re friends and colleagues. Besides that: she’s not gay.”
“Shame,” Grams said. “You know I’d feel better about you living in the city if you didn’t live alone.”
“I know, I know. Having a twenty-four hour doorman and security isn’t enough for you. You always tell me that.”
“Jules!” Carrie called down the hallway. “You want the bed or the sofa?”
“You could always share a bed…” Grams said suggestively.
“Sofa!” Juliet yelled back before turning to her grandmother. “Hey now, Grams. Maybe dial it back a bit? You’re going to scare off my very straight assistant.”
 



CHAPTER FIVE
“I can’t believe you suckered me into helping you clean out an old house within half a day of my running into you again,” Nick sighed, lifting several boxes at once and stepping out onto the dusty path towards the barn.
“You look good lifting things, does that help?” Romy replied with a grin. “And stop complaining. I’m feeding you tonight.”
“Your catering staff is feeding me tonight, and I have to sit through yet another awkward family gathering of the Mitchells. I thought I’d met my quota of those a decade ago.”
“Consider it you repaying me for making me think I was walking in on the former Dr. Bell earlier. You scared the shit out of me.” Romy stopped at the side door of the barn and opened it up, flicking the light switch. There were long, neat shelves filled with carefully labeled boxes. Large fans ran along the top rafters to suck out the hot air. “Just drop them wherever.”
Nick paused. “You seriously don’t want me to carefully slide them onto a shelf?”
“No, screw my mom,” Romy replied. “Seriously, I don’t care if you break everything in there. Drop it and go. We only have an hour before we need to shower and get ready for cocktails.”
They spent the next hour clearing out the majority of the boxes from the cottage and moving Romy’s stuff into the living room. Romy was pleased to see that her grandfather’s possessions had been left intact. Even his drafting table in his little office hadn’t been touched. It looked like he could walk in at any minute and yell at her for trespassing. She felt her eyes fill with tears, but she swallowed them down.
Nick appeared behind her holding a garment bag over his shoulder. “You want to shower first?”
“Go head, I need to unpack my clothes,” Romy said. She sat down at her grandfather’s desk and smiled. This space was hers now.
***
“Romy, be a dear and get Grant to top up my champagne.”
“I can do it myself, Mother,” Romy said, standing up and leaning over the table. A few people gasped at the impropriety but she didn’t care. She was wearing sweats and an old college t-shirt to the family dinner; the scandal had already occurred. 
Romy’s sister Mae tugged on her shirt. “Sit the fuck down,” she hissed. “You’re going to give Mom a heart attack.”
Romy rolled her eyes and downed the rest of her champagne, ignoring the meal on her plate. Mae’s four children were all kicking each other under the table, the boys’ hair gelled down and shirts buttoned up to their necks. The girls were wearing picture-perfect pigtails in curls along with their sundresses. Romy wanted to go over and muss up their hair to make them look like actual children instead of models, but she held back.
Her brother, Derek, was across the table ignoring his fiancé, a woman so perfect Romy wondered if he’d ordered her from a catalog. She was sitting ramrod straight with a smile plastered across her face, a giant diamond on a certain finger, her pale skin seeming to radiate sunlight.
“I thought you weren’t eating anything beige?” Romy asked Janelle, staring pointedly at the woman’s plate that was covered in gourmet soul food, including macaroni and cheese and biscuits.
Romy knew that she shouldn’t be such an ass to Janelle; her brother’s fiancé was actually a kind person. But she was so infuriatingly proper and just perfect that Romy couldn’t help herself.
Janelle swallowed a tiny bite of her food. “I’m trying to not be too restrictive with my food. But I do want to stay in shape for the wedding after all.”
“Right. As we all know, there’s nothing worse than being fat,” Romy said drily. She felt her own belly rolls peeking out of the bottom of her t-shirt. The weight she’d gained in Montana had been an issue with everyone other than her. The room was so quiet all that could be heard was the ticking of the clock and the occasional thud of a shiny, tiny kid’s shoe hitting a shin under the table. Janelle’s face was glowing a bright red, and Nick was trying not to laugh into his biscuits. Satisfied that she’d made them all duly uncomfortable, she offered a reprieve. “So, any news from the town?”
“The Hudson woman is in the hospital with an infection,” Mr. Mitchell said, his salt-and-pepper head bobbing side to side. 
Romy felt her stomach drop through her feet at the name Hudson. She tried to not show any visible signs of reacting but Mae kicked her under the table.
“Shame. Hospital bills will be enormous,” Mae said.
“We could offer to pay,” Mrs. Mitchell said automatically.
Romy tried not to roll her eyes and failed. Nick grinned at her. He knew as well as she did that her mother’s ‘charity’ always came with strings.
“I highly doubt the Hudsons would take Mitchell money,” Derek said. “Not after everything y’all did to them.”
“Business is business, Derek, I keep trying to tell you that. And look how it’s all turned out. Downtown is thriving.”
Nick cleared his throat skeptically and Romy kicked him under the table. “How were the Founder’s Day celebrations?” Romy asked, all but begging for a subject change. It was one thing for her to make her family uncomfortable; she could handle it. Nick wasn’t ready after a ten year absence to meet her parents’ wrath.
Derek laughed and Nick joined in.
“What?”
Her sister stepped in. “You thought you were clever, coming home after Founder’s Day. But the celebrations were postponed due to rain.”
“It’s always indoors,” Romy protested.
“This was a hell of a storm. Roads were flooded, trees down and blocking the road,” Mrs. Mitchell explained, dabbing at the corner of her perfectly lipsticked mouth. Somehow, her mother always managed to eat a full meal without messing with her makeup, not even her lips. It remained a mystery to Romy.
“The dance is tomorrow night,” Mae said. She patted Romy on the back. “Just in time for your arrival. The theme this year is masquerade.”
“I don’t have anything to wear—”
Janelle piped up. “Oh, Mae and I went shopping last week and picked up something for you in your size.” She paused, looking edgy around the words ‘your size.’ “It’s gorgeous. We even had masks made especially for it.”
“Wonderful,” Romy muttered, her stomach turning over at the thought of a party with the entire town. She was barely home and already looking for a way out of Sterling life. This didn’t bode well.
 



CHAPTER SIX
“I’m telling you, sweetheart, you have to go,” Mrs. Hudson said from her hospital bed. The monitors beeped and she had a cannula going into her nose. Her thick, glossy black hair cascaded across the pillows and she looked well to Juliet, considering the circumstances. “Someone has to represent the family, and god knows your brother won’t be going.”
Juliet winced, picturing Sam in his apartment above the family garage, empty beer cans strewn across the floor, his Xbox controller upside down on a Cheeto-dust-covered couch cushion, the TV flickering with images of fictional warfare. “Grams is going, right?”
“Grams? Going to a town function?” Mrs. Hudson laughed so hard she started coughing. “Bring me some water, Jules.”
Juliet poured some liquid into a paper cup and handed it to her mom, who took it gratefully. “I have nothing to wear. It’s a masquerade.”
“I’m sure Grams has something in that endless closet of hers. Go dig in there for something vintage. And I’d bet a large amount of money that I don’t have that there’s at least one mask in there somewhere. Go. Have fun. Meet up with your old friends.”
“Right,” Juliet groaned. She squeezed her mom’s hand. “There’s nothing else I can get you?”
“Go. I’ll see you later. I’ll just be sleeping anyway until the nurses wake me up again and start poking and prodding. I love you, buttercup. Tell your dad not to come until tomorrow. He needs his sleep.”
Juliet kissed her mother’s forehead. It was warm. “Love you, Mom. See you tomorrow. I’ll sneak in some of Grams’ breakfast casserole for you.”
“Jules?”
“Yeah?”
“If you don’t go, I will know.”
Juliet closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “You’re the worst.”
“I know, dear. I know I am.”
Juliet took the back roads home, avoiding the highway at rush hour; people were pouring out of Austin to get home for the night. The sun was still high in the sky, heating up the ground with its relentless rays. Driving down the back roads stirred up a lot of old memories for her, some pleasant and some much less so. She turned up the radio, one of the dozen country-only stations that reached Sterling. She only ever listened to country when she was back at home.
Carrie was waiting for her in the carport. Unlike Juliet, who still wore fancy New York business clothes, Carrie had settled right in. She was in jeans and a t-shirt with a pair of cowboy boots Juliet recognized as belonging to Grams. 
“All you need is a cowboy hat and questionable politics and you’d fit right in here,” Juliet quipped as she stepped out of the car.
Carrie grinned. “I’ve been doing some closet shopping with Grams all afternoon. She’s a badass. Did you know she used to ride a Harley?”
“I did know that. Because she used to sneak me out on rides when I was little and my parents were working at the café.”
Carrie hopped off the low stone wall that formed the base of the carport and brushed off her jeans. “We’ve got to get you into your Cinderella best, Juliet.”
She groaned. “God, not you too.”
“Just call me your fairy fucking godmother.”
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
Romy tugged at the neckline of her dress, pulling it up higher.
“Stop it, you’ll ruin the sequins,” her sister Mae admonished. “That dress cost—”
“More than six months of living in Montana, I’m guessing,” Romy replied. The sun was rapidly setting but the temperature wasn’t budging an inch. She swatted mosquitos out of her face as she waited in line to get inside the large barn that served as the recreational space for Sterling.
“Masks on!” Janelle cried out as they flashed their tickets at the gatekeepers.
“Here, take the car keys,” Mae said, shoving the sleek black plastic and metal dongle into Romy’s hands. “I’m getting shit faced tonight.”
Romy slid her mask onto her face, trying to not get the back elastic tangled in the elaborate updo that had taken the hairdresser two hours to do at Mae’s insistence. Romy could already feel her makeup melting off her face from the heat and humidity, and was happy she had refused to wear the body-shaping underwear Mae had thrown at her. “I’m not a fucking sausage,” Romy had shot back, much to Mae’s chagrin. 
Romy was beyond relieved to feel the icy barn air on her face as she stepped inside. 
The barn had been renovated a decade ago thanks to a donation from her own family. It now had a polished concrete floor, four industrial air conditioners, a state-of-the-art chef’s kitchen, classrooms, and industrial lighting. But tonight, the lights were off except for thousands and thousands of low-hanging twinkle lights. A country band was playing George Strait covers on a tiny stage, and the perimeter of the room was lined with multiple tables full of booze.
She glanced around looking for Nick, but it was shockingly hard to tell anyone apart with the masks on.
Part of her was grateful; she hadn’t wanted to spend the evening having people gape over how different she looked after her time in Montana. She wanted to avoid the awkward questions of why she left in the first place, and why she was returning now. 
The masks were a blessing. Janelle and Mae had disappeared into the crowd of people sipping cocktails, which meant Romy could slip out unnoticed. She pushed through the throngs of folks chatting happily to each other, and went up the iron spiral staircase in the back of the room up to the loft. This was where she’d disappeared during prom when her migraine had started.
She wasn’t surprised to see she wasn’t alone in the slope-ceilinged room that was packed with boxes of decorations. Nick was standing by the window holding an unlit cigarette in one hand and wearing a tuxedo, his mask dangling off his arm.
“I had a feeling you might be up here,” Romy said, lifting her floor-length dress up and clicking her borrowed Louboutins across the dusty floor.
Nick grinned. “You want one?” He motioned to the unlit cigarette.
Romy reached into her bra and pulled out her own, sticking it between her lips. She sighed and sat down on a short pile of boxes, sliding her mask off her face. “I miss smoking.” This was the routine she and Nick had come up with together all those years ago; holding onto cigarettes but never lighting them. It helped but only a little.
“Same. I’m glad we swore to stop when we turned eighteen, though. I don’t miss smelling like an ashtray.”
Romy took the cigarette out from between her lips and exhaled. “I think it’s a little early in the night to be up here, isn’t it?”
Nick sighed. “Yeah.”
“What’s going on with you?” Romy asked.
A painful look crossed his face. “It’s nothing.”
“It’s not nothing.” Romy held out her hand and he took it, squeezing it. “I used to be your best friend. I’d love to get back to that place.”
The light from the sunset was dim across Nick’s face, but it illuminated his expression enough to see that Nick was crying. “Romy—”
“Romy! What the fuck? Are you smoking again?” Mae marched over and grabbed the cigarette out of her hand.
“It’s not even lit, relax,” Romy replied wearily. “We were kind of in the middle of something here, Mae.”
Mae glanced at Nick. “Ah, I see. Well, get downstairs because the mayor is looking for you.”
“Nick, let’s talk later, alright?”
Nick turned away from her. “Right. Later.”
Downstairs, Mae pulled her through the crowd towards the mayor, who was wearing his signature ludicrous black cowboy hat and a mask covered in peacock feathers.
“Well, well, well! If it isn’t my favorite little mischief maker!” The mayor grasped both of her hands. “You look stunning! I’d never know it was you if your sister hadn’t pointed you out.”
“Thanks?” Romy replied uncertainly.
“Now, I hear you’re teaching at the high school, is that right?”
“News spreads fast.”
The mayor laughed. “You should know! This is Sterling, darling! Nothing stays secret for long. I was thinking you could help with a few initiatives we’re trying to get started—” A woman tapped him on the shoulder. “Ah, looks like I’m being paged to the dance floor. Save one for me, will you?”
“Sure thing,” Romy said. She spun around, exhaling. “I need a drink.”
“I can help with that,” said a masculine voice behind her that was vaguely recognizable. She spun around. A tall guy stood there with dark hair and a black mask obscuring the features above his mouth. He was holding two cocktails. “I thought we could drink these together and then hit the dance floor.”
“Who are you?” Romy asked.
A small smile upturned the corners of his mouth. “You don’t remember?”
Romy sighed. “Yeah, I don’t care.” She pushed past him roughly and elbowed her way to the table covered in clear plastic cups filled with fizzing pink punch. She grabbed two and gulped them down, her head clearing instantly from the sharp bite of the alcohol. This was Sterling Surprise, the famous punch that basically had every alcohol you could imagine floating in it. She picked up two more cups and downed those as well.
The bartender laughed. “Easy, there.”
“I grew up on this stuff. I think I can handle it,” Romy retorted, picking up one more cup and spinning around. She closed her eyes as she felt the alcohol enter her bloodstream. Everything seemed at once clearer yet also a bit more far away.
“Romy, honey!” 
Romy bit her lip and exhaled through her nose. It was her mother, probably coming to fuss at her for not putting on the body shaping underwear. She opened her eyes and her mother was standing there looking like a goddess, her hair piled to the heavens and a hint of gold eyeliner glinting above the thick, dark lashes she’d paid good money for. 
“You look…”
“Let me guess? Like an eggplant?” Romy finished for her. “Mother, I really don’t have the patience for you to criticize me tonight, not with all these people.” Someone bumped into her and she was forced to step closer to her mom.
“Well, you know, I do have this personal trainer you could see…”
The alcohol had now hit her full force and she smiled. “I don’t need to listen to this shit. Not tonight. It’s a celebration, isn’t it? Of this lovely town?” She said the last two words as sarcastically and cruelly as she could possibly manage. Her mother had a look of poison on her face, and Romy knew she’d pay for this later. She didn’t care.
Romy turned around into the crowd and then froze in her tracks. She was facing the front doors of the barn. A woman had just walked in wearing a diaphanous, baby pink dress. Tiny rhinestones glinted in the low light of the barn. The music seemed to fade behind her, and the people jostling at her elbow disappeared.
The woman was clutching a small gold glitter wristlet, a gold-leaf mask with white feathers on her face, her full lips a deep red.
“Romy? Romy? Romy?” A voice to her right repeated her name over and over.
“Not now,” she said, pushing away whoever was at her elbow. “Hold my drink.” She held it out and someone grabbed it from her; she didn’t care who it was. She had one thing on her mind. She wanted to dance, and she wanted to dance with her.
Romy walked over to the woman in pink, feeling like she was gliding. “Hey.”
The woman in pink pursed her lips. “Hi…”
“I want to dance with you,” Romy said.
The woman laughed. “You’re not serious.”
“I am.”
“Why?”
Romy shrugged. “I’ve always been good at knowing what I want.”
“Okay,” the woman said. “We’re probably going to cause a bit of a scandal.”
“I literally don’t care.” Romy held out her hand and pulled her to the dance floor. The song switched to a slow Dixie Chicks ballad, and Romy wrapped her arm around the woman’s waist. “Come here often?”
“Not exactly.”
“But you must be from here,” Romy said. “The Sterling Founder’s Day celebrations aren’t that well known.”
The woman laughed, tilting her head back. Romy could just make out a spray of freckles across her cheeks. “You’re trying to figure out who I am. I think that sort of messes up the point of a masquerade, right?”
“Fair point,” Romy replied, spinning the woman around the dance floor.
“You assumed I was gay, though.”
“What?”
“You’re a woman. You asked another woman to dance. This is Sterling, like you pointed out. The odds of someone else being queer aren’t too high.”
“I had a good feeling,” Romy said with a smile. Her cheek was itching under the mask. She stared into the woman’s eyes; they were a gorgeous brown with gold flecks in them that twinkled under the low lights. “I also know a beautiful woman when I see her. I couldn’t resist.” She tilted her head. “I also feel like I’ve seen you before.”
“I’m getting the same feeling,” the woman replied with a smile. The song ended and she pulled away, clearing her throat. “Thanks.”
“I guess I’ll see you around?” Romy called after her.
The woman spun on the spot. “Maybe so.” Then she disappeared into the crowd. 



CHAPTER EIGHT
Juliet’s head spun from her dance with the mystery woman. She wouldn’t have guessed it before the party began, but in the dim light the masks really obscured people’s identities. Her heart pounded from the adrenaline. She wandered over to one of the bar tables and scooped up a cup of punch.
It was so strong she could taste the alcohol before the liquid met her lips. She coughed a bit and turned around to observe the room around her. The plan had been to make an appearance, have a drink, and then leave. She certainly hadn’t expected to dance with anyone.
She squinted her eyes; she thought she recognized the turquoise gown a woman was wearing a few feet away. “Jessica?”
The woman spun around, her brown skin glowing in the light. “Yeah?”
Juliet lifted her mask. “It’s me. Jules. I recognized your dress from prom!”
“Oh. My God!” Jessica dashed over and threw her arms around Juliet. “I haven’t seen you since graduation! What are you doing here?” She paused and threw her hand over her mouth. “Your mother! I heard. I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize you were here, though? Don’t you live in New York? Okay, okay. I’m not letting you talk.” 
Juliet laughed. “Yeah, I’m only in town for a few days. I just needed to check on my mom. She’s doing fine, by the way. Still in the hospital but…” Juliet waved a hand in the air. “It doesn’t matter. How are you? I can’t believe you’re still here in Sterling!”
Jessica grinned. “Yeah, well, it’s funny how that happens, isn’t it? I’m actually living a few blocks from here in the old fire station. It’s been converted into lofts. I have two floors for my paintings.”
“Two floors! That’s incredible! So, you’re doing well?”
She shrugged and smiled. “You could say so. I heard you’re a big shot lawyer, is that right?”
“Yeah,” Juliet said. “Not quite as exciting as being a glamorous artist.”
“Please. I’m in paint-splattered overalls and head wraps nine days out of the week. The only reason I’m in my old prom dress is because we weren’t sure we were even coming to this thing.”
“We?”
Just then, a tall man with a blinding white smile peeking out from under a feather-covered mask walked up. He pulled the mask off and rubbed his face. “God, I’m sweating. Babe, you want something to eat? The caterer is late and I was thinking of calling Bo’s to see if they’d deliver some burgers.” He paused and looked at Juliet. “Oh, hi. I’m Mark—”
“Mark Darling,” Juliet finished, trying not to stare. “You’re…the captain of the football team and prom king. Hi, I’m Juliet Hudson.”
Mark smiled and shook her hand. “I can’t say I remember you from high school.”
“You wouldn’t, I was the weird girl in the corner of the classroom reading anime under the desk.”
Jessica giggled. “Yeah, we’ll take a bag of burgers and fries. Maybe some milkshakes? We can eat them out back.” 
Mark kissed her on the cheek and turned to go. But he paused, recognition dawning on his handsome face. “Hudson—are you Bo Hudson’s granddaughter?”
“Yep,” Juliet replied sheepishly. “My family owns the diner you’re about to order food from.”
Mark tilted his head, staring at her. Juliet felt uncomfortable. “Hang on a second—were you just out there dancing a few songs ago? With Romy Mitchell?”
Juliet’s smile faltered. “Excuse me?”
He stared at her gown. “You were. You totally were. Everyone’s talking about it. Small towns, you know. Not that I need to tell you that. You grew up here, too.” He squeezed Jessica’s hand. “I’ll be back in twenty.” He stepped away, leaving the two women alone.
Jessica frowned. She took Juliet’s elbow and pulled her over to an empty corner where the music wasn’t blaring. “Did he just say you danced with Romy Mitchell?”
Juliet took her mask off, suddenly feeling like her grandmother’s vintage gown was strangling her. “I can’t breathe—I need air. Air. I need air.”
Jessica steered Juliet past the empty kitchens and into one of the darkened classrooms. She shut the door behind them, dulling the noise of the party. Juliet collapsed into one of the desks, fanning herself. “Oh my God. Oh my God. I danced with Romy Mitchell.”
Jessica looked hastily around the room and poured her a cup of cold water out of the cooler. “You’re fine, just breathe.”
“I danced with a woman in front of the entire town. A woman who happens to be a part of the family who nearly drove my family out of business.”
“I was—I must have been in the bathroom; otherwise I would have said something if I had known—”
Juliet downed the water gratefully. “It’s not your fault. It’s fine. It’s fine. I’m fine.”
“You’re not fine, Jules.” Jessica sat down next to her, pulling off her own mask. “It’s okay to not be fine.”
“Why would she do that to me? As a joke?”
“She might not have known it was you—I mean, I didn’t recognize you and I was your best friend for fourteen years.”
“It would be just like her, though. I mean, she’s not even gay, right?”
“I don’t know.”
“What’s she even doing here?” Juliet asked. “Last I saw on one of my drunken Facebook stalkings, she was living in like, a commune somewhere in the ass end of nowhere.”
Jessica opened her mouth to say something but shut it.
“What? Are you judging me?”
Jessica held up her hands. “No, not at all. I just didn’t realize you were still…following her.”
“I’m not following her.” She paused. “I’m also not not following her. But we’re not friends on Facebook or anything. Just—hey! You know what? You’re dating the prom king, okay? You have very, very little room to talk.”
“We’re actually engaged,” Jessica muttered.
Juliet gaped at her. “What? You remember what he did to people like us in high school?”
“People change, Jules. You can’t possibly hold a sixteen-year-old accountable for shitty behavior for the rest of their damn lives, can you?”
“Watch me,” Juliet said, hopping off the desk and taking a few steadying deep breaths. “I need to get the hell out of here.”
“Jules!”
But Juliet ignored her, walking out of the classroom and out the back door of the barn, past a couple of people making out against the wall. “Wear a condom,” she muttered, pushing open the door into the humid evening. A breeze had mercifully cropped up as she picked her way across the rock-strewn grass around the side of the building, where she ran smack into Mark holding three grease-soaked paper bags that smelled like heaven.
“Hey, Juliet!” Mark said. “Come here. I ran into a few more people who were hungry inside. We’ve got a seat for you. Have you seen Jess?”
“I—”
“I’m here, Mark,” Jessica announced, grabbing Juliet by the arm and dragging her once again towards a place she didn’t want to be. “Sit. Eat. You’re in town for like three seconds and I’m not going to tolerate you spending zero time with me.”
Juliet groaned but followed her to the brand-new picnic tables (undoubtedly funded by the Mitchell family, Juliet thought bitterly) covered in dripping citronella candles. The sun had entirely set and the cicadas blared their buzzing tune. Mark dumped the fries onto a paper plate and slid it to the middle of the table. Juliet vaguely recognized the others who were gathered there as people who had shoved her into lockers before freshman gym class.
One of the guys was clearly drunk and staring at her cleavage. She rolled her eyes and sat down on the far side of the table with her back to the barn, Jessica on her left. 
“Bet you’re sick of this food, huh?” Mark asked, passing Juliet a burger.
“Not really, I actually haven’t eaten at Bo’s since high school,” she retorted.
The drunk guy procured beers out of nowhere, popping them open using the wooden edge of the picnic table. He passed her one and she took it, even though she hated beer. Being drunk might be the only way to get through the rest of the evening. She downed the beer in under ninety seconds and cracked open another while Mark started talking about some business meeting he’d had earlier that week in Austin. He was sitting directly across from her, and Juliet couldn’t help but stare at him.
He was exactly as handsome as he was in high school; maybe even more so. She didn’t need to be into guys to recognize that. He looked like a model. And now he was going to marry her childhood best friend.
She really wasn’t listening to what he was saying, instead shoving salty, hot fries into her mouth between swigs of beer. She heard the grass rustle behind her, but Jessica was attempting a subject change and Juliet was trying to focus on her words.
“Romy! Have a seat!” Mark said, standing up quickly as Romy Mitchell dragged her designer dress through the grass and sat down, the deep purple tulle skirt puffing up around her. Romy was determinedly looking anywhere but at Juliet.
Juliet felt her entire body thrumming in Romy’s presence.
“This is like high school all over again, isn’t it?” the drunk guy asked.
“Not exactly,” Juliet said loudly. “I don’t think Jess and I would have been invited to the popular kids’ table, would we?”
There was an uncomfortable silence as her words landed.
“Oh, come on now,” Juliet said, feeling the alcohol buzz hitting her head sharply. “We’re all adults here, aren’t we?” She grabbed a wad of napkins and wiped her greasy fingers, balling up the thin brown paper and throwing it onto the middle of the table. “I’m a successful lawyer in New York City. And Jess is an incredible painter.” She turned to the drunk guy. “And I’m sure you’re really, really great at day drinking.”
“Jules,” Jessica said, tugging on her dress.
“No, no,” Juliet said. “I’m not done. You all—” She pointed at the others at the table, steadying herself with one hand. She was tipsier than she’d thought. “You’re all probably doing really well running your parents’ businesses into the ground. And you—” She pointed at Romy, who was no longer avoiding her eye line. “You’re probably an absolute superstar when it comes to squandering your inheritance. Hm? Am I getting close?” 
Romy’s face was frozen into a small smile.
“Right,” Juliet said, her bravado leaving her. “I’m just going to see myself out.” She stood up from the table, her mind racing as she walked as quickly as possible from the scene she’d just caused. 
As she walked, the memories came rushing back.



CHAPTER NINE
FOURTEEN YEARS AGO
FRESHMAN YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL
Juliet hopped on her bicycle, her heavy backpack threatening to tip her over onto the dirt driveway of her house. She snapped on her helmet, getting the straps twisted in the two braids on either side of her head.
“Dammit,” she whispered to herself, taking a moment to disentangle her hair. A crack of thunder rolled overhead, and she could smell the cinnamon scent of earth in the air. The birds had gone quiet. A storm was coming. She glanced behind her; her brother had left hours ago—it was possible he had never come home at all from his girlfriend’s house—her mother was waist-deep in spreadsheets in the den, her grandmother was in Austin visiting friends, and her father had taken the car into work hours ago.
She was on her own. She pedaled as fast as she could, her Walkman CD player bouncing against her hip, the sounds of Destiny’s Child in her right ear. She liked to leave her left ear open to traffic sounds. She was rolling along, only a mile from school, when she hit a rock and tumbled onto the ground. Her hand stung and her Walkman bounced to the ground, the music grinding to a halt. There were no cars passing to see her fall, thankfully. She checked her bicycle.
The front tire was flat; she had no extra tube on hand. It had been on her list to ask her dad, but she always hated him having to spend any money on her. Tears stung her eyes mostly from frustration, and the weather echoed her emotion; a fat raindrop landed squarely on her nose. She stashed her broken Walkman in her backpack and heaved her bicycle upright, rolling it slowly along the shoulder of the road. The raindrops picked up in intensity as she kept her head down. She heard the sound of a car approaching but didn’t turn around as it slowed.
She glanced to the side and saw it was a shiny black Mercedes with dark window tint. The front passenger window rolled down and an older man smiled at her. “Do you need a ride to the high school?”
“No, thank you,” Juliet replied stubbornly.
“It’s about to start pouring,” the man pointed out. “We have plenty of room in the trunk for your bicycle and an extra seat in the back.”
“I’m fine.” 
The sky opened up, a freezing, autumnal, unholy rain pouring down on her head, filling her shoes with icy water.
“Really, you’re being silly.”
The back window rolled down. A girl grinned at her. “Juliet. You’re being a complete fool.”
Juliet felt her cheeks burning as she glanced at Romy Mitchell, the richest kid in school other than the older two Mitchell kids. “I’m sorry, have you ever even spoken to me?” Juliet was shocked that Romy even knew her name.
“I think I borrowed a pencil from you once in chem class,” Romy replied, the black car creeping along the road, the rain still pouring. The driver had put on the flashers and cars were driving around him on the two-lane road. “Get in, seriously. You’re soaking wet and you’re never going to make it to gym class on time.”
“How do you know I have gym class?” Juliet asked, confused, her heart thumping as she looked at Romy.
Romy flipped her hair over her shoulder and shrugged. “It’s a small school. Come on, Jules.”
That did it—Romy knowing her nickname. Juliet crumpled internally and stopped rolling her bike. 
Romy smiled. “Pop the trunk, Charlie. We’ve got an extra passenger.”
Juliet and Romy’s backpacks took up their own seat in the back of the car, so Romy slid over to the middle seat and Juliet sat down next her, wet clothes squelching against the leather. “Sorry I’m so wet.”
“We’ve got towels somewhere,” Charlie said with a grin. “Don’t you worry.”
Romy’s leg brushed against Juliet’s. A shiver went up Juliet’s leg, which she hoped and prayed Romy wouldn’t notice. The mile drive seemed to last approximately ten seconds as Charlie pulled up to the front of the school. Students milled around under the protective awnings that more often than not were there to keep the kids out of the Texas sun.
“Thank you,” Juliet said to Charlie.
“Anytime, darlin’!” he said with a smile.
Juliet stepped out of the car into the rain and Romy followed, handing Juliet her backpack. “God, what do you have in there? Bricks?”
“I take a lot of pre-AP classes,” Juliet replied, heaving the bag onto her shoulder. She turned around and felt every single eye staring at her. Of course. She, Juliet Hudson the nerd, was just seen getting out of a Mercedes with Romy Mitchell. Was it any wonder they were staring?
“Ignore them,” Romy whispered in her ear confidently, looping her arm through Juliet’s. They marched through the crowd into the doors of the school, past Jessica, who was gaping at Juliet over the book she was reading.
“Where are we going? We’re not allowed inside until the bell rings,” Juliet whispered.
“My father has donated more to this school than anybody in history,” Romy replied confidently. “Which is exactly what I’ll say to anyone who tries to stop us. We’re going to my locker so you can change into some dry clothes.”
“I can just put on my gym outfit—”
“It’s raining. You won’t be doing anything physical today. It’ll just turn into a massive study hall on the floor of the gym. Besides, you can’t wear hideous gym sweats for the rest of the day.” They turned down the hallway and Romy let go of Juliet to open her locker. It was a mess, books and papers falling out everywhere. “It’s in here somewhere…aha!” Romy pulled out a small wad of pink velvety fabric.
“What is that? I thought you were getting me clothes.”
Romy laughed and pointed at the bathroom. “Just put it on.”
Juliet changed reluctantly in the stall, wringing her clothes out over the toilet before sliding on the item of clothing Romy had handed her. It was apparently a dress, albeit a very flimsy one, in an iridescent pink velvet. The bottom barely skimmed the middle of her thighs, and the straps were thin.
“You sewing a whole new outfit in there or what?” Romy asked, knocking on the stall.
Juliet yelped. “God, I didn’t know you were out there. Um, I can’t wear this.”
“Of course you can, we’re basically the same size.”
Juliet’s cheeks were on fire. “It’s miniature. I can’t. Besides, no way is this allowed under the dress code—”
“I found a sweater you can wear over it. Don’t worry about the length. I wear shit like this all the time and no one says anything.”
“You just told me that no one bothers you because your family is rich. Mine…isn’t.”
The first bell rang and the thunderous sound of a thousand students echoed down the hallway.
“Let’s go, Juliet. We’re both going to be late.”
Juliet sighed, grabbing her backpack and her ball of wet clothes and stepping out of the stall.
Romy laughed. “Give me those clothes. I’ll take them to the washing machines behind the kitchen and dry them for you.” She cocked her head to the side. “I can’t even see what you look like with you standing like that.”
Juliet protested but Romy grabbed the wad of clothes.
The smile slipped away from Romy’s face as she stared at Juliet.
Juliet blushed from shame and felt herself starting to sweat. “Look, I told you I looked like an absolute—”
“You look amazing.”
Juliet blushed, staring down at her wet Doc Martens. “Thanks. Um—”
“Juliet?” Jessica burst into the bathroom. “What—” She looked from her to Romy and back, completely stunned. “Am I interrupting something?”
“No,” Juliet said quickly.
“What are you wearing?” Jessica gaped at her. “You look—”
“Beautiful,” Romy finished. “She looks beautiful. Here’s the sweater. Have fun in gym. Oh, and Charlie said he’d fix your bike and have it back to you this afternoon. I’ll make sure your clothes are by your locker.” She left the bathroom.
Jessica was in shock. “What is happening? You showed up to school with her?”
“I’ll tell you about it in gym,” Juliet said. “Come on.” She tugged at her dress, trying to make it longer.
“I wouldn’t bother,” Jessica replied. “There’s just not enough fabric. But you do look cute.”



CHAPTER TEN
PRESENT DAY
Romy felt strangely calm in the moments after Juliet called her out; the punch had worn off completely and it was like she was seeing everything clearly for the first time all night.
“She always was a crazy bitch,” said Mitch, breaking the silence at the picnic table and knocking back another beer.
“I’ll knock your teeth out if I hear you call another woman a bitch again,” Romy said sternly.
Mitch shut up. “Sorry.”
“I better go after her,” Jessica said, setting down her veggie burger.
“No, I’ve got this,” Romy said, standing up and disentangling her puffy skirt from the struts of the wooden table.
“I don’t think—”
“It’s fine,” Romy replied. “I need to apologize for earlier anyway.” Jessica gave up fighting as Romy lifted her dress up to her knees, her Louboutins scraping across the rocks on the ground. Her sister would kill her for scuffing them, but she would worry about that later. She got to the dark parking lot, squinting to find Juliet. There were people everywhere making out on the hoods of their cars and beds of their trucks. Romy predicted a baby boom nine months into the future; it brought a new meaning to the phrase ‘Sterling Surprise.’
“Excuse me,” Romy asked, interrupting a college-aged couple in the midst of sucking face. “Did you see a tall woman, pink dress, gold purse come through here?”
“Um, we were kind of busy,” the girl said.
“She went that way,” said a gruff voice behind her. She spun around on the gravel to see the mayor leaning up against his black Ford F-350, a flask in his hand. He grinned. “It sure was something seeing the two of you dancing earlier.”
“Alright,” Romy said, not wanting to talk. 
He leaned closer to her, and Romy nearly gagged at the stench of alcohol coming off him in waves. “If you want to know, I fully support the gays.”
“Okay, Mayor. Great, that’s wonderful,” she said drily. “I need to go find her now.”
“Went up the road that way on foot. Must be drunk.”
Romy turned to leave but paused, her guilty conscience nagging at her. “Does your wife have your keys?” she asked.
“Took ‘em before we even got here. She was the one who drove.”
“Good. Take care of yourself.” Romy bustled away and began hunting for her sister’s car, which they’d taken to the dance. Mae had handed over the keys when they got there; Romy wasn’t much of a drinker, at least not compared to her sister. In the dark, she couldn’t find the black Lexus. She ended up taking her shoes off and standing on the hood of someone else’s car, holding the electric key high in the air to set off the alarm.
It sounded a few rows away. She ran over, barefoot on the gravel, and unlocked the car, peeling out of the parking lot and taking a right. She turned her headlights on and scanned the horizon. Juliet was making good time; she was at least a half a mile up ahead. Romy sped up and then slowed down to a crawl, rolling down the passenger window.
“Get in,” Romy barked.
Juliet held one hand up and refused to look at her. “Absolutely not.”
“You’re buzzed, and I’m glad you’re not driving, but your house is like three miles away, it’s pitch black, and the entire town is drinking and probably going to get behind the wheel of a car tonight. Your blood will not be on my hands.”
“Stop being so dramatic,” Juliet spat back. “I am fine.” She tripped at that exact second and stumbled forward, cursing loudly as her ankle turned underneath her. “Fuck!”
Romy slammed the brakes, put the car in park, and turned on the flashers. She climbed out of the vehicle and put her arm around Juliet, supporting her into a mostly upright position.
“Don’t touch me,” Juliet snapped.
“Okay, I would absolutely stop touching you right now but seriously, Jules. You can’t even put weight on it, can you?”
Juliet looked like she might try to stand on her own, but pain was written all over her face. “Fine. You can give me a ride. But you will be dropping me off at the end of my driveway.”
“Right,” Romy said. “And leaving you to walk back up a quarter mile, twisting dirt road in the pitch dark with a sprained ankle and rattlesnakes and scorpions lurking every three feet. I don’t think so.” Romy helped Juliet into the passenger seat and slammed the door.
Juliet was silent on the drive to her house. It didn’t take much imagination to take Romy back over a decade to them driving the streets of Sterling late at night like this. She fought to push the memories back. It wasn’t until Romy turned up the dark driveway that Juliet spoke. “Did you know it was me when you asked me to dance?”
“No,” Romy said.
“Are you lying?”
“No,” Romy insisted. “I’m not. Jules, I haven’t seen you in a dozen years, you had a mask on, you’ve dyed your hair, and the lighting was shit in that room.”
“Why did you ask me to dance, then?”
Romy pulled up to the empty carport. “I don’t know. I just…saw a girl standing there and thought that I wanted nothing more than to dance with the most beautiful woman in the room.”
Juliet’s stomach did several backflips as she bit her lip and looked at the dark house. “My parents aren’t home. Grams is, but…”
“She always liked me,” Romy finished for her. “And you need help cleaning up without explaining what happened.”
Juliet sighed. “Yes.” They both climbed out of the car, Juliet limping towards the rusty screen door.
Memories swept over Romy as they stepped inside the old house. It smelled like cooking spices, cedar, and old books, just as it had over a decade before. There was a small, knock-off Tiffany lamp still glowing in the kitchen; she knew that Grams always turned it on at the end of the day when the kitchen was officially closed. She’d forgotten that, but it came back to her as clear as day.
She glanced at the screened in porch; she could just make out Grams lying in the hammock, apparently fast asleep.
“We’re staying in Grams’ room,” Juliet said, flipping on the lamp and collapsing on an unmade queen bed.
Romy’s stomach flipped over when she heard the word ‘we,’ but she didn’t ask who Juliet’s partner was. “First aid kit still under the counter in the bathroom?”
“As far as I know,” Juliet said, sighing and gingerly placing her bare, injured, and swelling foot up on the bed.
Romy slipped off her high heels and padded down the hallway, her skirt rustling against the narrow, wood veneer-covered walls. She found the first aid kit, an old, battered and dented turquoise box, and returned to Juliet, who was leaning her head against the wall, her eyes closed. She looked so peaceful in her dress.
Peaceful and beautiful.
Romy cleared her throat and bustled over to the end of the bed, taking a look at Juliet’s foot. She touched the swollen and already-bruised skin as lightly as she could, but Juliet still winced. “Right. I’m not bandaging this up. You need to see a doctor tomorrow, first thing.”
“I’m fine.”
“No, you’re not,” Romy insisted. “I’m going to be icing it and elevating it. Lift your dress up first.”
“Excuse me?”
Romy sighed. “I know you scraped your knees when you fell. You’re bleeding through the dress. I need to clean them up.”
“Oh, God!” Juliet cried out. “Grams’ dress!”
“She’ll be fine with it, she can fix anything,” Romy said, looking at the torn top layer of tulle. “Raise it up. Actually, it’d be better if you just took it off. You’ll feel better, too.”
Juliet gaped at her. “I am not getting naked in front of you.”
Romy rolled her eyes. “It wouldn’t be the first time I saw you in your underwear, would it?”
Juliet blushed. There was silence for several pregnant moments, and then she nodded. “Fine, help me with it, please.”
They worked together and managed to get the dress off over Juliet’s head. She was wearing a delicate, baby pink, lacy bra that looked magnificent against her skin along with matching lace underwear.
Romy was grateful the lighting in the room was so bad; that way, Juliet couldn’t see her expression. “Right, so. Let me take a look at these knees.” The injuries were bad; blood ran down Juliet’s shins, glossy and thick. “Wow, you sure know how to do it, Jules.”
Juliet laughed, and Romy’s skin tingled at the sound. “Yeah, well. What can I say? I’m multi-talented.”
“Do you want to shower?”
Juliet’s laugh cut off. “Excuse me?”
“I mean, I’m just asking. I’d want to shower. It’s going to hurt, but I’d want to shower. I could help you. I mean, not like that. I mean—”
“Jules?” called a voice from down the hall.
“Shit,” Juliet muttered. “Yeah, Carrie! I’m in here!”
Romy heard footsteps and the rustling sound of a plastic bag. 
“I walked into town to get some snacks from the general store a few hours ago, but it got dark and your brother—” The woman named Carrie stopped in the doorway, a look of surprise on her face. “Hi! I’m Carrie. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize I was interrupting something.”
“You’re not,” Juliet said quickly. “Carrie, this is my—this is—” she seemed at a loss for words.
Romy stood up and offered her hand. “I’m Romy Mitchell. Old friend of Jules’.”
“Oh!” Carrie said, reaching out with a smile. “I’m Carrie.”
“Right,” Romy said, hating the beautiful woman in front of her at once. “I was just helping Jules because she fell. Unless you want to take over?”
Carrie looked confused. “What?”
“She scraped her knees and turned her ankle pretty badly; it might even be fractured. I was just getting her bandaged up.”
She glanced at Juliet, then blanched. “Oh, God. Blood. I hate blood. I hate blood.” She took a few steps back and hit the wall, sliding down with her head in her hands.
“Great,” Romy said too loudly. “Let me just get you cleaned up and then I can help Carrie—”
“Well, well, well. Thought I smelled money,” said a deep voice from the doorway. Romy looked up and saw Sam, Juliet’s brother, standing there in a tight, v-neck t-shirt, worn denim jeans, and beat up cowboy boots. He had muscular arms and a shit-eating grin on his face. Romy knew he’d had his troubles, but she’d always liked Sam. He seemed like a good guy. 
“Sam!” Juliet screamed, pulling a pillow across her half-naked body. “Oh, God. What are you doing back so soon?”
“Closed up shop because everyone was at the dance.” He smiled again at Romy. “Never thought I’d catch you back in this house again.”
“Oh, God,” Juliet groaned. “Sam, she’s helping me. And she’s leaving, okay? Just let her clean up my damn knees and we can all move on.”
Carrie groaned from beside the doorway. Sam looked down, panic flashing across his face. “Carrie?” He glared at Romy. “What did you do to her?”
“Excuse me?” Romy shot back. “What did I do to her? Nothing. God, this is just like your family to be accusing me of shit that I—”
The sound of the side door opening made them all shut up, including Carrie.
“Sam? Are you home already? Why is there a Lexus in the carport?”
“Oh, sweet God,” Romy muttered, looking around the room for an escape. But it was no use. The only window in Grams’ room was next to the ceiling and not big enough for an adult human to crawl out of. This used to be Juliet’s room. Romy already knew there was no way out.
“We’re in here, Mom!” Sam called down the hallway.
“Jesus!” Juliet hissed. “Sam, really? You couldn’t go distract her while Romy sneaks out the front door? What is she even doing home from the hospital already?”
“Doctors released her early.” Sam grinned, his hand still on Carrie’s elbow. “I also might have blocked Romy in with my truck.”
Juliet’s head collapsed into her pillow and Romy frantically looked around the room, trying to assess the best place to be standing when Mrs. Hudson came into the room. She decided on standing with her back to the door while cleaning up Juliet’s injuries.
Mrs. Hudson’s voice carried ahead of her down the hall; it wasn’t as strong as Romy remembered it. “Sam, your father needs help getting out of the car. Do you know whose Lexus that is? I didn’t know Grams was having visitors tonight, otherwise I would have insisted you tidy up. Sam? What are you doing in Grams’ bedroom?”
Romy didn’t turn around; she didn’t have the nerve. She poured rubbing alcohol onto Juliet’s wounds while Juliet bit the edge of the pillow. 
“Jules! You’re home already? Where’s your rental car? Who is—oh.” Mrs. Hudson’s voice turned cold.
Romy placed a clean rectangle of gauze over one of the wounds and then stood up, making sure her hands were full so she looked busy. “Mrs. Hudson. Nice to see you again.”
“Romy Mitchell,” she said stiffly. She was standing up with the help of a walker, her lightly greying hair up in a messy ponytail. She was much thinner than the last time Romy had seen her, but there was that same fire in her eyes. “I certainly wasn’t expecting to see you in my home ever again.”
“I understand, Mrs. Hudson,” Romy said quickly. “I just gave Jules a ride home because she injured herself so I was helping out. I have some basic medical training from my time in Montana; I think she needs to see a doctor tomorrow.” Romy finished cleaning up the other wound. “I’d be happy to drive her into the city. I’m free and I know you all have limited vehicles.” 
The words hung in the air awkwardly.
Carrie had stopped burying her head in her arms; Sam looked amused, Juliet looked like she wanted to die, and Mrs. Hudson’s glare had become oddly frozen. “I see. Yes, well, I think even us poor folk can manage to get our own daughter into town for a doctor’s appointment.”
“That’s not what I—”
“I think I can take care of my daughter from here. Sam, go move your truck and see Ms. Mitchell out to her car. And don’t forget to help your father. He might have fallen asleep in the driver’s seat. I’m also guessing that Carrie needs a ride to the dance so she can pick up the rental car Jules left behind.”
“Yes, ma’am,” Sam said, standing up. “I’ll be right back, Carrie. Don’t move.”
“Goodnight, Juliet,” Romy said. “Be sure to elevate that ankle and put some ice on it. Take some painkillers, too.”
Juliet nodded, biting her lip.
Mrs. Mitchell stepped aside to let Romy pass in her billowy skirt. She was halfway down the hallway walking behind Sam when she felt a cold hand grab her elbow. It was Mrs. Mitchell.
“Don’t let me catch you here again. I think you’ve done enough damage as it is.”
Romy said nothing, wrenching her arm away and chasing down Sam, tears stinging her eyes.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Juliet couldn’t get comfortable in the cab of her brother’s truck the next morning; between the tight skin of her scabbing-over knees, her swollen ankle, the burning sun pouring into the untinted windows, and the country music Sam insisted on singing along to, she felt like the drive to Austin was taking eighteen years. She reached out and pressed the power button on the radio, cutting Sam off mid-song.
“Hey!”
“God, it’s bad enough I have a hangover, am in horrible pain, and had to deal with the silent treatment from Mom this morning. Now I have to be subjected to your singing voice.”
“Somebody’s awfully grumpy for having had a hot girl in her bedroom last night.”
Juliet bit her lip and turned away from him. “I don’t know what you mean.”
“Please, Jules. The sexual tension between you and Romy is so thick I could have cut it with a damn knife.”
“I’m surprised you noticed anything while you were tripping all over yourself to be Carrie’s knight in shining armor.”
“Hush,” Sam replied, glancing into the back of the cab where Carrie was snoring, fast asleep after a rough night dozing next to a restless Juliet.
“I’m guessing Dad didn’t notice Romy last night?”
“I hid her in the front yard while I took him inside. He was so out of it from the drive from the hospital he didn’t even ask about the Lexus. I doubt Mom told him. He’s going through enough as it is.” Sam glanced at his sister. “And yeah, I already had a word with both of them about him driving himself around. I can’t get him to stop doing it.”
Juliet exhaled slowly and rubbed her eyes. “He’s progressing pretty quickly, isn’t he?”
Sam gnawed on the inside of his cheek. “Let’s talk about something else.”
“I’m glad Mom is home already,” Juliet said. “And walking.”
“It was the adrenaline of being home, I think,” Sam replied sharply. “She wasn’t exactly up at six a.m. doing cartwheels before we left, was she?”
Juliet sighed. “I’m sorry all of this is left on you. Because of me being in New York.”
“Yeah, well. You’ve been gone a long time. Nice to finally hear that you’re sorry.”
Juliet didn’t know how to respond and was saved by Carrie waking up and asking when they were stopping for breakfast tacos.
“Once we get to Austin,” Sam said with a grin in the mirror. “You sleep okay?”
Juliet turned away from both of them, letting them flirt while she sat steeped in guilt from her brother’s words.



CHAPTER TWELVE
Romy was awakened by the sound of knocking. She sat upright, realizing she was still in her dress from the night before; she’d passed out in her grandfather’s armchair holding an unlit cigarette.
The knocking quickly turned to banging.
“Hang the fuck on,” Romy grumbled, stuffing the cigarette between the couch cushions and stumbling towards the door. She wrenched it open to find her sister standing there. “You could have just come inside. It’s always unlocked when I’m here.”
“Old habits,” Mae said, stepping inside. “Where are my Louboutins?”
“Seriously? You woke me up for shoes?” Romy sighed and pushed her hair off her forehead, spinning around.
“God, your dress is filthy,” Mae scoffed. “Is that blood? Do you know how much I spent on this dress?”
“Right, you bought it and not Mom,” Romy retorted sarcastically. “Where the fuck are the shoes? I had them when I picked you up last night, right?”
“I was so drunk I’m not entirely sure,” Mae replied. “You know, this is a cute little house. I wish I’d thought to fix it up.” She collapsed onto the sofa, her hand across her forehead.
“Finders keepers,” Romy replied, walking down the hallway to the bathroom and picking up her wet towel from the previous afternoon. “And you are doing just fine with your mansion over the hill.” She sighed and took one last look around. “Okay, don’t panic. I can’t find your shoes!” she shouted.
“Romy, those were limited edition velvet pumps,” Mae yelled back. “And you fucking lost them.”
Romy stepped out of her dress in the hallway, grabbing her robe off the floor and wrapping it around her half-naked body. She walked into the little kitchenette and peeked in the fridge, pulling out an artisanal loaf of bread, salted butter, and jam that the staff had purchased for her, and flicked on the electric kettle. “You want toast? It’s the best for a hangover.”
Mae nodded from the sofa. “Where did you sneak off to last night?”
“What do you mean?” Romy asked, popping the bread in the toaster and getting out tea bags for the heavy mugs her grandfather had left behind.
“You left for like an hour and a half. We couldn’t find you anywhere. The mayor kept asking after you.”
“Oh, that,” Romy said, her voice a half octave higher than normal. “I had to, uh, run an errand or two.” She flicked off the kettle and poured the boiling water into the two mugs, each teabag swelling with the liquid. A few minutes later, she was settled on the couch with her sister, both of them munching on salty toast.
“Errands?” Mae asked coolly. “Those errands wouldn’t happen to involve Juliet Hudson, would they?”
Romy inhaled sharply from shock, a bit of toast flying down her windpipe and making her cough. Mae clapped her on the back, Romy’s eyes streaming. “Why would you ask that?”
“The mayor mentioned you were looking for her. Oh, and Tom Wilson saw you two driving together.”
“The Wilsons never could mind their own business,” Romy hissed, sipping from her tea slowly. 
“What the hell were you doing with that girl? You know that Mom would have a stroke if she knew—”
“Well, then she can’t find out, can she?”
Mae raised her eyebrows. “Did you kiss her?”
Romy shrieked. “Mae! No! I did not. I just gave her a ride home. That’s all.”
“Mm,” Mae replied skeptically. “I’m sure.”
“This is my cottage, I don’t need to be interrogated by you. Don’t you have kids to look after?”
Mae leaned back on the sofa, draping her legs over Romy’s. “Nope! They’re with the nanny all day. In fact, I was thinking the two of us could go get pedicures together. Maybe a manicure, too, to get ready for your big first day at a real, actual job.” Mae grabbed her hands and shuddered. “When was the last time somebody looked at your nails? They look like shit.”
Romy yanked her hand back. “Believe it or not, Mae, but there are parts of this world where people don’t give a shit what my fingernails look like.”
Mae was staring at her sister incisively. “You seem different.”
“Well, I was gone for five years, that might have done it.”
“I don’t know. It seems like more than that. You have this…aura.”
Romy rolled her eyes and dusted the crumbs off her fingers, standing up. “You’re losing your mind. I’m going to shower, and then we can go into town for your little spa day.”
“I want details about Juliet!” Mae called after her.
Romy flipped her sister off as she walked away from her.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“Broken?” Mrs. Hudson asked, bewildered. She was lying on the sofa with her feet up, dark circles under her eyes. Juliet had never in her life seen her mother lying down during the day. She was usually bustling around all over the house, cleaning or gardening or working. “You broke your ankle last night?”
Juliet leaned on her crutches, her cast-covered foot throbbing. “Apparently so.”
“Shattered it, more like,” Sam said from the kitchen where he was reaching into the fridge. “Carrie? You want something?”
“Do you have any more Big Red?” Carrie asked, setting her purse on the bar and slipping off her shoes. She looked twelve years younger than she ever had in New York; Juliet was finding it hard to believe she was the same person who had been her assistant all these years. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, her face free of makeup, and she was casually dressed in athletic shorts and a loose tank.
“We do indeed,” Sam replied with a grin. “Texas’ own strawberry soda.”
Juliet heard two cans pop and hiss open. “It’s a little early for beer, don’t you think, Sam?” she asked pointedly, hobbling over to one of the padded recliners so she could sit down.
Sam glared at her. “I’m also having a Big Red, thank you very much,” he replied hastily. “Anybody want lunch?”
Juliet glanced pointedly at her mother, who looked back at her in surprise. “Who are you and what have you done with my son? I don’t think I’ve seen you inside this house more than twice since last Christmas. You always hide away above the garage.”
Sam shrugged and pulled out bread and sandwich fixings. “Well, I don’t want to be rude to our guest.” He grinned at Carrie, who bit her lip and twirled her hair with her finger.
“Get a room, you two,” Juliet barked. “Carrie, would you bring me my pain pills, please?”
Carrie blushed at being called out for her flirtatious interaction with Sam, but dove into her purse to find what her boss needed.
Juliet sighed and leaned back in the soft, familiar recliner. “Yeah, it’s really, really broken. Like, so broken I’m going to need surgery and my doctor doesn’t want me flying anywhere for the foreseeable future because of the swelling.”
Mrs. Hudson coughed so hard she started wheezing.
“Mom? Do you need water?” Juliet’s eyes flashed to Sam, who rapidly grabbed a glass and filled it with tap water, rushing it over to his mom. He helped her sit upright and sip slowly from the glass.
“I’m fine,” Mrs. Hudson croaked. “So you’re telling me you’ll be around for a while?”
“I will,” Juliet said, sighing. “I called my boss to tell him I’d be working remotely. Carrie is probably going to want to head back to the city, I’d imagine.”
“What?” Sam and Carrie asked at the same exact moment.
“Or…not,” Juliet said slowly. “Carrie, you seriously want to stay here?”
Her eyes darted to Sam sheepishly. “I mean, I can’t really abandon you here, can I?”
“It’s going to be cramped staying in that tiny room for that long,” Mrs. Hudson said. “Not to mention leaving Grams to sleep on the patio.”
“I was thinking about renting a place downtown, actually,” Juliet said carefully. “I mean, I’m not much good as a caretaker to you, am I? Now, I’m just in your hair.”
“Nonsense,” said Grams, who strolled into the living room with a book in her hand, her long grey hair in a side braid. “I’ll stay with a friend. I’ve been meaning to get out of this place for a while now, it’ll be just the change of scenery I need.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Juliet interrupted. “This is silly. Grams, even with you gone, that doesn’t free up space, does it? Carrie and I would still be sharing a bed. And who will take care of Mom while Dad and Sam are at work? No, we’ll rent a little place downtown. It’s really no bother.”
“Can you afford two monthly rental fees?” Mrs. Hudson asked nervously. “You have that lovely place in the city, and now this?”
Sam laughed as he spackled mustard onto a piece of bread. “Mom, you really have no idea how rich Juliet is, do you? I think she’ll be just fine.”
Juliet opened her mouth to say something, suddenly feeling embarrassed and guilty in a way only her brother could make her feel. “I’ll be fine, Mom. We’ll be out of here by Monday.” Carrie brought her a handful of large pills and a glass of water. Juliet choked them down and grabbed her crutches. “I’m going to go take a nap.”
“I made you a sandwich,” Sam said, holding out a plate. 
“You really shouldn’t take those pills on an empty stomach,” Carrie added. “Especially the antibiotics.”
“Thanks, Sam. I’ll eat it in my room,” Juliet acquiesced. Carrie followed her and got her set up, shutting the door behind her with a promise to research apartments downtown.
Juliet was wide awake in the cramped room; she’d only wanted to get away from her family for a few moments, not actually take a nap. Her phone buzzed and she saw it was a text from Carrie sending her Craigslist postings. She wondered at the speed of her assistant and clicked on the link to an apartment downtown, when a flash of red caught the corner of her eye.
She glanced at the closed door and saw a pair of red-soled, eggplant velvet heels tipped over on the carpet. Her stomach swooped. They were Romy’s shoes. She’d left them behind.
The thought of apartment hunting quite forgotten, Juliet opened the Facebook app and clicked over to a throwaway profile she used for dating sites; it even had a fake name attached to it. This way, her family wouldn’t be alerted on their news feeds. Before she knew what she was doing, she hit send on a friend request along with a DM.
You left your shoes, Cinderella.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
THIRTEEN YEARS EARLIER
SOPHOMORE YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL
Jessica shook Juliet awake. “We’re here, sleepyhead.”
Juliet blinked open her eyes slowly. The bus groaned to a stop, and all the kids on board started cheering.
“I don’t understand why they make us go on this retreat,” Juliet moaned. “It’s bad enough that we have to see these people five days a week during the school year, and now this?”
Jessica laughed and stood up, passing Juliet her backpack from the overhead compartment. “Come on, Jules. Cheer up. It’s a weekend in the woods without parents and minimal supervision. What could go wrong?”
Juliet wasn’t convinced as they all piled off the bus and formed a semicircle around Mr. Stinson, the math teacher and the male chaperone. He was holding a clipboard and wearing a tired smile.
“Alright! I think we’ve got everyone here. I have your cabin assignments. No swapping! No switching! No complaining about which cabin you get. Also: no shenanigans including but not limited to drinking, smoking, sex, making out, getting high, or jumping off the cabin roofs.” 
Everyone laughed.
“Alright. We’ll start with the first boys’ cabin…Mark Darling!”
Mark thumped his chest and bumped into Juliet and Jessica, nearly knocking them over.
“Watch it, asshole!” Jessica hissed.
Mark turned around and pointed at them. “Sorry, I don’t see people who aren’t really there. Maybe be more relevant?”
Juliet stepped forward aggressively but Jessica held her back. “Don’t. He isn’t worth it.”
She exhaled slowly and fell back into the crowd. Mr. Stinson resumed reading names, dulling all the girls into a stupor while they waited for the boys to be done.
Juliet rested her head on Jessica’s shoulder.
“Romy Mitchell is looking at you,” Jessica whispered to her.
Juliet squeezed her eyes shut. “No, she isn’t.”
“Yes, she is,” Jessica hissed. “She’s certainly not looking at me.”
Romy felt her stomach do two things at once: flip over excitedly and then flop unpleasantly. “Yeah, well, I’ve been forbidden to talk to her, haven’t I? Since the town meeting fiasco.”
Jessica groaned. “I really didn’t know your dad could throw a punch like that.”
“If her family weren’t trying to kick my family out of the business space we’ve rented for six decades, I think it would be less of an issue.” Juliet stretched and yawned. 
“Did you get any sleep last night?”
“Not really. My parents were up late shouting about money. I tried turning up my music but my headphones are broken. Then Sam crawled into my bed freaking out about all the yelling.”
The first three cabins had been filled, and people were dispersing.
“Alright! Girls up next!” Mr. Stinson yelled.
Jessica turned to Juliet. “So, you really aren’t allowed to go near Romy?”
“It’s not like we were close anyway,” Juliet retorted, trying to sound casual and failing miserably.
“I don’t know, there were more than a few times last year you blew me off to hang with her.”
“Sorry about that,” Juliet replied, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “It won’t happen again.”
“Mmhmm,” Jessica retorted skeptically. “I’m straight as an arrow but if I had a girl looking at me like that? I think I’d abandon my best friend, too.”
Juliet felt her cheeks burning.
“Jessica Samuels, you’re the last of cabin five.”
Juliet frowned. “Wait, he didn’t call my name.”
Jessica shrugged. “Guess we’re not in the same cabin.” She picked up her pack and made her way to the trailhead.
“But I requested you on my form. That’s not fair!”
“Do I hear complaining?” Mr. Stinson asked drily. “I sure hope not. Alright, next up, we’ve got cabin six, which includes everyone left standing in this circle. Look around and welcome your brand new friends.”
Juliet glanced at Romy, who smiled at her and gave her a tiny wave.
Juliet groaned and lifted her bag, storming past Romy and the others. This trip was already a disaster and it had barely even begun.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
PRESENT DAY
Romy was comfortable in a spa chair, cucumbers over her eyelids, her feet and arms getting massaged simultaneously. She groaned.
“I told you that you needed this,” Mae said from the chair next to her. “You can play commune hippie all you want, but you’re a Mitchell at heart. We live for luxury.”
“Shut up,” Romy replied. “You’re killing the mood.” The arm massage ended all too soon and Romy plucked off the cucumber slices. The technician handed her a basket of nail color swatches; she settled on a deep red that she knew would make her mother cringe.
“That’s such an ugly view,” Mae remarked, staring out the front windows at the dirt-walled pit filled with crumbling pylons, rebar, and cement.
“Take it up with Dad,” Romy said heavily. “Ask him why it’s not done.”
“I mean, all that drama with the Hudsons and knocking down their diner to build condos and here we are like a decade later and all that progress is just stalled.”
Romy felt searing hot guilt burn through her gut. “Can we please talk about anything else?”
“Well, you’ve avoided it long enough,” Mae said, setting down her celebrity magazine. “You and Juliet. Seems like fate that you’re both back in town at the same time.”
“How is that a subject change? Would you stop? It’s not fate. It’s not anything. It’s just—” Romy stopped as her phone buzzed in her lap. She glanced at the screen and saw a Facebook friend request and a message from someone named Jamie Heller.
Mae leaned over the arm of her chair. “Who is Jamie Heller?”
“Dunno.” Romy clicked the message and read it in an instant, blushing furiously. Unluckily for her, Mae caught her expression and gasped, snatching the phone away. “Ooh, it’s your girlfriend, isn’t it!”
Romy slapped her sister’s arm and grabbed the phone back. “Would you stop?” She unlocked it and read the message again. “I found your shoes, Mae.” 
Mae frowned. “What?”
She ignored her and typed back. Let’s meet up. She paused, considering. We can talk.
The message came back instantly.
Yes.
***
It took the coordination of Carrie, Juliet, Romy, and Mae to make it happen, but two hours later, two cars, and three towns over, Juliet was waiting for Romy inside of a combination coffee and bookshop, the pair of velvet Louboutins on her lap, her crutches tucked into the corner behind her velvet-tufted chair. She was wearing a pair of ripped denim shorts that made her legs look impossibly long, a white t-shirt, her hair up in a ponytail and her sunglasses acting as a headband. She looked so glamorous and so gorgeous to Romy, she almost couldn’t stand it. She noticed that Juliet had thick ace bandages wrapped around her skinned knees.
“I’d stand up to welcome you, but…” Juliet grimaced and pointed to her cast.
“Jesus! You broke it?”
Juliet nodded. “Only I could simply turn my ankle and shatter it into a million pieces.” She sighed and rubbed the bridge of her nose. “You left your shoes.”
“My sister’s shoes,” Romy said, taking the pair and setting them on the ground next to her seat. She leaned forward.
“Wait, I had Mae’s shoes?”
“Yep.”
Juliet laughed. “I can’t even imagine how upset she was to find out a Hudson had taken her precious Louboutins hostage.”
“She’s actually changed a bit. You might be surprised.”
The waitress came over and took their orders; Juliet got a large iced chai and Romy ordered an iced coffee.
“She’s not all that’s changed, then,” Juliet said with a grin.
Romy furrowed her brow. “How so?”
Juliet smiled again, her eyes glossy. “You’re a little different, too.”
“You mean fatter.”
Juliet’s eyes flashed. “Well, yeah. But it suits you. And that’s not what I meant. You’re also much less of a bitch.”
Romy laughed uproariously, irritating the old man sitting at the table behind them reading the Washington Post. “Same to you.”
Their drinks arrived but Juliet left hers untouched. She still had a bit of a loopy grin on her face and was intently staring at Romy. “I stalk you sometimes. On Facebook.”
Romy raised her eyebrows. “Really.”
Juliet nodded and sipped her chai. Romy tried to not notice how full her lips were as they wrapped around the black straw. She failed miserably, feeling a tingling in her body. “A lot. A lot.”
“Well, you want to know a secret?”
“What?”
“I stalk you, too. Usually when I’m drunk.”
Juliet giggled.
That was what did it for Romy. “You’re giggling.”
“Sorry!” But her giggles only got worse.
Romy reached for Juliet’s purse and it fell open, orange prescription bottles rolling out. “Jesus. I am such a fucking idiot.” Romy snatched the bottles up. “You’re high right now.”
Juliet paused her giggling to respond. “I am. Just a little. But I took the recommended dose.” The giggles continued.
“But you always were a lightweight,” Romy replied, returning the bottles to her purse. “I thought you were just being open with me. But you’re high.” She sighed and leaned back. “I could really take advantage of you emotionally right now, you know that?”
Juliet grinned. “But you won’t.”
Romy kept eye contact with Juliet across the table for a long minute. “I won’t.” She leaned back and sipped her coffee. “How pissed was your mom today?”
“I don’t know,” Juliet admitted freely. “She barely spoke to me. Plus, we’ve kind of been distracted by other things. What about your mom?”
“What? She doesn’t know about yesterday.”
“I mean with you moving to Montana for years and years into the back of beyond.”
Romy laughed. “Well, she wasn’t thrilled. But I’m back now, and I start teaching on Monday.”
Juliet raised her eyebrows. “Really? Dr. Bell is letting you teach?”
“Her niece, actually. Dr. Bell is dead.”
“Pity. Couldn’t have happened to a nicer woman.”
Romy laughed uproariously. “Remember that time we snuck onto the roof?”
“Of course I do,” Juliet replied. “Who would have guessed at midnight she would have still been in her office?”
“Or that someone as old as her could scale the ladder up there.”
“I thought my dad was going to kill me,” Juliet said honestly. “I mean, I can laugh about it now, but at the time? I’d never been in trouble like that in my life. I came home to both my parents sitting in the living room with a single light on, not saying a word. We sat there for probably ten minutes before I ended up speaking.”
Romy whistled. “Wow. I’m not sure my parents ever found out. Our housekeeper answered the phone and pretended to be my mom.”
“Some of us don’t have housekeepers,” Juliet said.
“Yeah, well,” Romy trailed off, distractedly drumming her fingers on the tabletop. “You want to get out of here?”
“And go where?” Juliet motioned to the crutches.
Romy finished the rest of her coffee and stood up, holding out her hand. “You trust me, right?”



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
TEN YEARS EARLIER
SOPHOMORE YEAR OF HIGH SCHOOL
“You can’t put your shit there,” said a blonde girl Juliet recognized as being the head cheerleader. What a stereotype, she thought.
“Excuse me?” Juliet asked. “I want this bunk. It’s the only one without a spiderweb across it.”
“Exactly. My friend claimed it.”
Juliet looked around the cabin. “We’re the only two people here right now.”
The door clanged open and the other three girls came piling in, including Romy.
“See? There’s my friend.” The cheerleader grabbed a tall, dark-haired girl and threw her duffel in front of Juliet.
“Great, I’ll be by the window.” Juliet put her backpack on a creaky bunk in the corner. She heard a girl clear her throat behind her.
“Looks like I’ll be above you.”
Juliet spun around to see Romy standing there sheepishly, a Louis Vuitton leather duffel over one shoulder, her hair piled high on her head. She didn’t have a speck of makeup on her face and her eyes were sparkling.
“Great,” Juliet said dully, stepping out of the way so Romy could climb the ladder. It was all Juliet could do to not stare at Romy’s shapely body as she climbed up the rickety wooden rungs.
There was a knock at the cabin door as Juliet and the other girls rolled out their sleeping bags.
“Hey!” It was Dolly, the women’s soccer coach and librarian at the school. She was young, in her early thirties, and always wore a blazing smile on her face. “Sorry I’m late! Got a little held up back in Sterling.” She had a thick stack of paper fliers in her hand. “This is the schedule for the next two days. Looks like y’all have some rest time before dinner. Your cabin is doing the dishes after the meal tonight—” she paused while all the girls groaned, “—and then after sundown it’s going to be hide and seek in the dark with buddies so y’all don’t get lost and eaten by a chupacabra.” She paused and looked at her notes. “And it looks like for the ease of selection and so there aren’t any fights, everyone is going to be paired up with their bunk mates.”
Juliet froze, numb to the world as Dolly handed her a schedule before exiting the cabin. The rest of the room filled with excited chatter and the sound of zippers as everyone unpacked.
“Looks like we’re buddies tonight,” Romy said from the top bunk, grinning. “I promise not to scare you in the woods.”
***
Dinner was chili dogs, tater tots, and freshly-made coleslaw prepped by the teachers who had volunteered to cook on the trip.
Jessica found Juliet sitting alone in the corner, her tray piled high with food. “You look like you’re at someone’s funeral.”
Excited chanting filled the small covered patio as Mark Darling wolfed down pack after pack of tater tots in a race against one of his football teammates.
Juliet groaned and checked her watch. “Is this trip over yet?”
“Come on, it’s kind of nice to be away from home, isn’t it?”
“No,” Juliet replied, picking at a piece of red cabbage with her plastic fork. “I miss my bed, Grams’ cooking, my books, the silence, and my own damn room.”
“You share a room with Sam,” Jessica pointed out. 
“Yeah but he falls asleep in like ten seconds and doesn’t talk to me, which makes him the ideal roommate.”
Jessica took a huge bite of chili dog, chewing thoughtfully. “I’d say you’re just upset that Romy is in your cabin and you’re not allowed to talk to her.”
“Would you come off it already?” Juliet retorted angrily. A few people at the surrounding tables turned around to look for the source of the outburst. She lowered her voice, embarrassed. “There is nothing between us. Nothing.”
“If you say so.”
“Can we please change the subject?”
The rest of dinner passed in miserable silence between the two of them as more food-eating contests broke out. Juliet got up early, her meal hardly touched, and went inside to the kitchens to start cleaning up. She was surprised to find she wasn’t the only one in there.
Romy was already wearing gloves and was up to her elbows in soapy suds, her white headphones stuffed in her ears, music blaring out of her iPod. Juliet was wondering if she could get away with bussing the tables and not have to be in the kitchen when Romy turned around.
“Hey!” she said cheerfully and a little too loudly over the music in her ears. “You want to rinse?”
She wanted to protest but she knew there was no way around it. “Sure.” Romy didn’t stop listening to her music, which was good for Juliet. 
They spent twenty minutes in silence as the rest of their cabin had split in favor of gossiping, Romy scrubbing and passing the soapy plates to Juliet, who rinsed them and stacked them for drying.
After all the plates were washed, Romy peeled off the gloves and removed her headphones, pausing the music. “I’ll dry.”
Juliet made a sound of approval.
“You’re really not going to talk to me?” Romy asked, swirling a towel around the white plates and stacking them back in the cabinets.
“There’s not really a whole lot to say,” Juliet replied.
“Your dad punches my dad at a town meeting and there isn’t really a whole lot to say? Okay.”
Juliet spun to her left, the sprayer still in her hand but in the off position. “Look. Your family wants to run my family’s business out of town—”
“Not out of town. Just down the street.”
“Right, to a smaller space that needs renovating while you knock down our diner to build condos that will subsequently raise the property taxes of every business around it.”
Romy raised her eyebrows, impressed.
“I listen to my parents arguing about money all night—” she inhaled sharply, trying to slow her thoughts. “Just because I was born and raised in Sterling doesn’t make me some country bumpkin. Where did y’all come from anyway? California?”
Romy laughed.
“What?” Juliet replied indignantly, her left hand curling into a fist.
“I’ve never heard your accent come out before. Y’all. It’s cute.”
“Don’t patronize me.”
“I’m not patronizing you, Jules—”
That did it. “What gives you the right to call me Jules? We are not friends, Romy Mitchell. We are not buddies.”
Romy frowned. “Really? I feel like we were friends last year.”
Juliet laughed darkly. “You ignored me when your friends were around.”
She blushed and looked at her feet. “You’re not wrong. It’s just. Juliet. This thing between our families? It doesn’t have to come between us.”
“You don’t get it, do you, Romy? For you, this is just one more business venture for your impossibly rich family. For me? This is it. This is all we have. We lose this, we go down. It hurts us.”
“I can help,” Romy said desperately, still holding a plate in her hands. “I can do something. Talk to my father—”
“I don’t want your pity!” Juliet yelled. “You just don’t get it! And you will never get it!” She raised her right hand holding the sprayer, her anger taking over her. Without meaning to, she squeezed the industrial-strength trigger and a jet of ice cold water sprayed directly onto Romy’s white t-shirt. Romy screeched and dropped the plate she was holding; it shattered into a million pieces on the Saltillo tile floor.
“Fuck!” Romy screamed.
The water jet persisted as Juliet fumbled to turn it off. “Oh my God! It’s stuck! The trigger is stuck!”
“You’re making it worse, Juliet! Turn it into the sink for God’s sake!” Romy was now soaked from head to toe, her straightened hair becoming curly from the moisture.
Juliet finally turned around and got the sprayer into the sink. She managed to slide the lever back just as they were interrupted.
“What in the hell is going on in here?” Dolly asked from the doorway. Mr. Stinson was at her elbow along with the rest of cabin six.
Juliet managed to get the sprayer turned off. She turned around, surveying a dripping Romy.
“Sorry,” Juliet mumbled as the other girls giggled and whispered. 
She wanted to die of embarrassment.
Dolly the counselor led the two girls outside to a bench near the main trail, water puddling under Romy. The sun had gone down, but the night air was quite warm and dry.
“You two can’t even look at each other, can you?” Dolly asked, exasperated. She turned around, her hands on her hips. A whistle sounded somewhere near the center of camp. “That’s the signal for tonight’s activities.” She had a look of dawning on her face and untied the bandana folded and looped around her head. Holding it out in front of her, she smiled devilishly. “You two are partners tonight anyway. So now, as punishment, you get to be tied together.”
“You’re joking,” Juliet said.
“We will literally be caught in two seconds,” Romy protested.
“And I literally do not care,” Dolly replied, tightening the fabric around their legs. “If I find out you’ve cut this thing off, you’re both disqualified and I’ll put you two on toilet duty exclusively. Alright. Now get to the bonfire before the whistle blows.”
“I can’t even change my shoes?” Romy asked, squishing the water out of her Converse.
“If you can make it back before the game starts, sure.”
“Untie us, then, so I can get my shoes—”
“You’re funny, kid.” Dolly walked away and waved at them.
“Ouch!” Juliet groaned a few seconds later. “Would you slow down?”
Romy snapped at her. “No, I won’t. Because there is no way I’m losing the first round of hide and seek.”
“I don’t understand what the big deal is,” Juliet replied, exasperatedly, tripping over a tree root and catching herself at the last second on a tree trunk. “It’s just hide and seek. I’d rather be out early and start roasting marshmallows in peace.”
“You weren’t here last year for the freshman trip, right?”
Juliet nodded. “I was sick.”
“Yeah, well, the first team out has to roast marshmallows for the winner—”
“That’s not bad.”
“No, you don’t get it. Everyone except the winning cabin has to clean up for the rest of the trip. This includes cleaning the cabins when the winning team wins. And the winning cabin gets to ride home with Dolly in the school Suburban instead of the bus with no AC.”
Juliet looped her arm through Romy. “Then what the hell are we doing limping through the woods? Let’s hurry up.”
Romy changed into running shoes at the cabin along with a fresh pair of dry socks. The girls managed to get a rhythm as they sprinted along to the bonfire. Everyone stared at them as they approached.
Mark Darling smirked as his buddy whispered something in his ear. They collapsed to the ground laughing.
“Ignore them,” Romy hissed to Juliet under her breath. “We’re going to win and that’s what matters.”
Mr. Stinson clapped his hands together. Juliet saw that Dolly was setting up a gourmet table of s’more fixings in front of six hammocks slung from trees. “Alright, here are the rules: the teachers are all going to hunt for you. Don’t get caught. You have ten minutes to hide; you’re allowed to move around but only at your peril. Last person standing wins for their whole cabin. That cabin is exempt from cleaning for the rest of the trip, including resetting the cabins at the end. That cabin also gets a ride home in the air conditioned Suburban with Dolly, as well as a trip to Home Slice pizza in Austin.”
A few people gasped.
“Yep! We’re adding to the mix this year, sweetening the deal.”
Dolly stopped unwrapping graham crackers. “And we’re going kayaking on Lady Bird Lake.”
“What about the Bobbsey Twins over there?” Mark asked loudly, as Mr. Stinson carried a basket of flashlights around for everyone.
“What about them?” Dolly replied drily.
“Well, they’re tied together. What happens if it’s just them at the end?”
“They’re in the same cabin, genius,” Jessica barked back. “Cabin six will win by default if it’s just the two of them left standing.”
A few people laughed, and Mark stepped back sheepishly.
“Okay, so: don’t get hurt, stay with your buddy, and no hiding inside cabins. On your marks! Get set! GO!” Mr. Stinson blew his whistle loudly and everyone took off in various directions.
“This way,” Juliet said to Romy, tugging her through the dried leaves.
“It’s not like I have much of a choice, do I?” 
“You will when we get just far enough away to untie ourselves and then hide until the damn game is over,” Juliet hissed. They managed a few more yards before turning off their flashlights. “Here. You keep a lookout. ” Juliet bent down and pried at the knot. It didn’t budge. “Oh God.”
“What?” Romy whispered harshly.
“Dolly spent a summer sailing through the Panama canal.”
“And?” Romy spat back.
“And that means she knows sailor’s knots and I can’t get this damn thing untied.”
“I’ll do it.” Romy bent down so sharply their heads knocked together painfully. “Ouch!”
“Sh!” Juliet whispered, freezing.
There were lights coming closer to them through the trees.
“Let’s just fucking go, then!” Romy hissed.
They kept waddling along awkwardly, their flashlights off until they were certain they weren’t being followed. 
“Where in the hell are we going? I thought you’d never been here?” Romy asked.
“I said I wasn’t here last year,” Juliet replied, panting. “I used to come here every summer with my church group. I know this place like the back of my hand.” They came to a stop at the edge of a clear spring nestled amongst a large grove of limestone formations.
“If you expect us to bob in this water for an hour—”
Juliet laughed and put her arm around Romy, leaning forward. “Look over there. The water level is down because of the drought. There’s a little cave in there that we can hide in.”
Romy looked at her skeptically, their flashlights illuminating the water in front of them. “You’re joking.”
“I’m really not,” Juliet replied. “Think about it: no cleaning. A ride home the day after tomorrow. It doesn’t get better than that.”
Romy bemusedly raised an eyebrow. “Wow, you aren’t also excited about a trip to Austin with the rest of our cabin? Shocker!”
“I can easily fake being sick to miss out on that. Let’s go. The ten minutes is almost up.”
“Let me try this knot one more time,” Romy said. It was seconds before she realized that it was useless. Short of them sawing off the bandana and forfeiting the game, it was stuck to them. “Well, let’s go.”
They edged along the rock wall carefully. It was only an eight-inch-wide path covered in dried leaves and loose soil.
“You’re going to get us killed,” Romy muttered.
“Don’t be so dramatic. It’s like a two foot drop into the water.”
“Yeah? And you think we’ll be able to swim tied together?”
“I didn’t think about that. Just…don’t fall, okay?”
“Fantastic advice. Why didn’t I think of that?” Romy grunted back, her palms scraping the rock walls. It took about five minutes for them to get to the cave, although it seemed like hours even to Juliet, who had obviously never traversed it while tied to another human being.
“See? We made it,” Juliet announced, ducking down to get into the low, humid alcove. Their flashlights bounced off the walls, illuminating a space roughly the size of a small bedroom. The long-forgotten remnants of a fire sat in the middle, surrounded by crumpled beer cans and logs that were clearly meant for sitting.
“People were smuggling beer cans into a church retreat? Why am I not surprised,” Romy said, her laugh echoing throughout the cave.
“That’s not all, apparently,” Juliet said, bending down and reaching for a long stick. She jabbed at the dirt that covered the limestone floor, scratching away at something. “Aha! A box of Trojans. Thought I recognized that.”
Romy grinned. “Intimately familiar with condoms, are you?”
Juliet rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows what a box of Trojans looks like.” She shuffled to the side. “Come on, let’s sit down. It’s exhausting being tied to you, do you know that?”
They settled onto a log that hundreds of asses had worn into a relatively comfortable shape. “I didn’t know that you were into church things,” Romy said after a minute of silence.
“I’m not. My whole family isn’t religious, either. Church camp is just something you do when you grow up here. It’s a way to pass the time.”
Romy nodded. “In California, we mostly just snuck out to the beach at night and lit things on fire. Did you know that driftwood burns with the most gorgeous flame?”
Juliet listened as Romy waxed poetic about California, surprising herself by actually being interested in the details of Romy’s life.
“Do you miss it?”
Romy nudged the earth with her free leg. “You mean the perfect weather, every store you can imagine, raw food restaurants, fresh sushi, spas, hiking, surfing, swimming, and also being an hour away from world-class skiing? Nah.”
Juliet laughed. “Well, when you put it that way.”
“I mean, it had its downsides, too. Too many people. Too much traffic. Expensive.”
“Ah, right. So y’all moved here to raise our cost of living because no matter what, it’s cheaper for you compared to California.”
Romy sighed. “I don’t have any control over what my parents do, any more than you do. So can we please talk about something else?”
“It’s just hard, you know? You have everything and my parents have almost nothing. And your dad wants to take it away so he can just have more and we can really have nothing.”
A bird flew into the cave and stared at them for a long moment before hopping up the wall. There was a small nest near the ceiling made mostly of shimmery tinsel.
“If I could stop it, I would,” Romy replied. “I really, really would. But you know what?”
“What?”
Romy faced Juliet with a wide grin. “You should have heard my dad moaning that your dad ruined his nose job at the town meeting. I thought he might cry.”
Juliet cackled with laughter. Romy shushed her, trying to control her own laughter. “Hey! We’re hiding, remember?”
There was a flash of light that bounced off the water and onto the side of the cave. Juliet and Romy clicked off their flashlights and swallowed their giggles, holding their breath in hiding.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
PRESENT DAY
“Where is it we’re going, exactly?” Juliet asked from the passenger seat of Mae’s Lexus. Carrie had driven Mae home, leaving the car for Romy. 
“A little place not far from here,” Romy replied, speeding away from the café down winding back roads and heading just north of Sterling.
Juliet adjusted the air vents. “You’d think I’d be used to the heat by now, having lived here my entire life.”
“Yeah, try being from California and then spending five years in northern Montana and moving back here.” Romy slowed down a little, squinting at a patch of trees. “This isn’t it.”
“GPS much?” Juliet quipped.
“Yeah, well, it’s not exactly on GPS.”
“I get it. You’re finally going to murder me and bury my body where no one will ever be able to find it.”
“Busted!”
Juliet laughed and stared out the window at the rolling hills where there was only the occasional ranch house and clump of slowly grazing cows. “Why did you move back?”
Romy’s face froze and Juliet could feel a tangible change in the atmosphere of the car. “You know. Change of pace.”
“You’re telling me that the girl who swore she’d never, ever live in Sterling a second after high school graduation has found her way back home to a virulently unchangeable town under the guise of change?”
“It’s complex, okay? Let’s drop it.” Romy clicked on her turn signal.
“Romy, there’s no road here,” Juliet pointed out, peering out the window at an overgrown patch of land with closely-packed oak trees.
Romy pulled up to the edge of the property as far as the Lexus could go without scraping bark, and put the car in park. “Hop out. I’m sure this is it.” She climbed through the long grasses that Juliet knew must be scratching the soft, exposed skin at the back of her knees.
Juliet rolled down her window, the cicadas deafening even at noon. Hot air filled the car. “What the hell are you doing? Have you lost your mind?”
Romy ignored her and walked into the trees, flipping her hair over her shoulder and bending over, examining the base of each tree. “It…should…be…aha!” She bent down and popped back up, holding a sparkly pink bandana. “This is it! Get out of the car.”
“I can’t walk, in case you haven’t noticed.”
“I’ll carry you on my back,” Romy said. She bent her legs and grinned manically. “Come on! I did CrossFit every single day in Montana. I can carry you. You weigh nothing.”
“You’ve officially lost your mind, Romy Mitchell.”
“Don’t pretend you aren’t used to it.”
Five minutes later, Romy was huffing and puffing as she carried Juliet on her back through the trees and long grasses. 
“Explain to me what’s going on?”
“You’ll see in a minute.”
“It’s hot, Romy. Let’s go. I’m getting hungry for lunch. Do you want barbecue? There’s a place outside of Sterling a lot of locals go to, but it’s after the lunch rush so we won’t cause too much of a—” Juliet paused mid-sentence to gasp in shock. “Oh my God.”
Romy crouched down so Juliet could slide off her back. She held out an arm for Juliet to balance on. In front of them, in a clearing, stood a massive oak tree with a falling-down tree house interspersed in its branches. It wasn’t just a mere plank-and-nail platform with a roof; this was a proper house that resembled an old fire tower with supports driven into the ground. There was a questionable-looking rope ladder hanging down to the ground.
“Well? What do you think?”
Juliet stared at her. “Whose is this?”
“Whose do you think?” Romy pulled the sparkly pink bandana out of her pocket. “It’s mine. My realtor left me the bandana as a way of signaling that this was my property. You know how it is down here with Castle Law: shoot first, ask questions later. I didn’t want to accidentally be on the wrong land and end up facing the business end of a rifle.”
“It’s a house,” Juliet said, clearly not listening. “I mean, it’s not a mansion or anything. And it looks like a good wind would knock the whole entire thing over. But…it’s amazing.”
“You’re not going to ask what I’m doing with it?”
Juliet made a noise resembling deep offense. “I don’t need to. You’re going to renovate it and live in it.”
Romy smiled. “You always did know me well. Can you hop closer to the tree?”
It took a bit of doing, but Romy helped Juliet over to the base of the treehouse. “Lean against it. I’ll be right back.” She scurried up the rope ladder, deftly pulling herself up onto the platform. A moment later, she heaved a hatch open and lowered a large, sturdy wicker basket to the ground. “Get in!” she shouted down to Juliet.
Juliet looked up at her. “You’re joking.”
“Do I look like I’m joking?”
“I’m not getting in that.”
“It’s sturdy, I promise. I rode in it when my realtor came up here with me and I’m way bigger than you are.”
Juliet sighed. “I swear, Romy Mitchell, you’re going to get me killed one of these days.” She hopped into the basket, some of the broken wicker bits pressing sharply into her flesh.
There was a pulley system with an old but strong rope that Romy worked to pull Juliet onto the platform. “See?” Romy held out her hand and pulled Juliet upright. “That wasn’t so bad. Watch the railings, though, they aren’t exactly up to code.”
“They’re almost entirely missing,” Juliet pointed out, keeping her body close to the main wall of the house.
Romy boldly walked around her near the open side of the platform. “Just lean on the wall and sort of hop. I’m only showing you the main center structure; it’s the sturdiest part.”
“Are you sure this isn’t condemned?”
“Ha ha. Walk this way.” Romy stepped inside the mildew-scented room. It was surprisingly sunny considering the many windows were heavily encrusted with layers of grime. “Well, this is it! I mean, most of this is coming down. But the main idea is that this will be the living room and kitchen area.”
Juliet put her arm on Romy’s shoulder for balance. Her touch gave way to goosebumps that had nothing to do with the cool air in the structure. 
“I can see it. I’m guessing your contractor will build satellite structures with supports in the ground?”
“Exactly. With rope bridges to the guest rooms, office, and main bedroom.”
Juliet squinted and tilted her head, the thing that she always did when she was concentrating. Romy felt a rush of nostalgia remembering how she used to steal secret looks at Juliet across the cafeteria, her head always deep in a textbook. “I think it’d be lovely to make a section of the roof out of old stained glass panels. Maybe have an exterior layer of new glass – a skylight or something – to take care of the drainage issue. How will they obscure the plumbing to the ground?”
Romy felt a tingling of excitement; this was exactly why she’d told Juliet and no one else about this project. Because she saw possibility in challenges instead of skepticism. Her mother would have told her to burn the whole thing to the ground and build a normal house. Her sister would have asked why she didn’t want to live on the family land. Her father? He’d have to tear himself away from his work long enough to make time for her, which wasn’t at all likely. And she couldn’t remember the last time she had confided in her brother Derek. It was sad; they had been best friends as little kids. But people grew up. Things changed. He barely spoke with anyone anymore.
Juliet was still talking, mostly asking rhetorical questions and drawing shapes in the air. “I think having a swing would be amazing indoors. I’ve always wanted one of those.” She finally took a deep breath and looked at Romy, who was gazing at her and smiling. “What?”
Romy squeezed her hand. “This is why I brought you here. I knew you’d be practical but excited.” She paused. “I literally haven’t told anyone else.”
Juliet’s jaw dropped. “Really? You bought this without anyone knowing?”
“That’s right.”
“But…the money…” Juliet trailed off, the atmosphere growing uncomfortable.
“It always comes back to that, doesn’t it?” Romy made sure Juliet was steady on her own before gingerly crossing the molding floorboards and grabbing two old lawn chairs for them to sit on. “The floor looks the same sturdiness all across, but it’s not. Don’t step in the middle. Here. You look dead on your feet. I mean foot.”
Juliet almost collapsed, the chair creaking under her. “I didn’t mean to be rude, but I was under the impression that your mother controlled your money until you turned thirty.”
Romy sat down and sighed. Juliet wasn’t going to let it go. “Why do you think I lived in a yurt for the last five years, Jules? I haven’t been using family money since college.”
Juliet raised her eyebrows. “What changed your mind?”
Romy waved the words away. “Does it matter? And anyway, my grandfather died a few years ago. They had a hell of a time probating his estate. Apparently a good chunk of it went missing. Anyway, the lawyers uncovered it about three months ago. He left me a bit of money with the stipulation that I move back to Sterling to use it.”
Juliet raised her eyebrows. “Wow.”
“Yeah. At first I was pissed, but then after some things happened I…” she trailed off, running her hands over her hair. “Like I said earlier. It was a fresh start. A way out. So I bought this land and I’m going to use the rest of it to renovate it into a modest little dream house. For…me.” She cleared her throat and looked directly at Juliet.
“Just like we always talked about. Each of us would have a little slice of our own heaven where it was quiet.” Juliet leaned back in the chair and stared at a ray of sunshine falling through a hole in the ceiling. “God, I’d forgotten about that.”
“Do you like New York?” Romy asked.
“Yeah, I mean. It’s the dream, right? Big city, lights, people. Everything in the world outside your door. It’s the center of the universe in so many ways…” Juliet drifted off and paused for a long, long time. “You know what? No. I really don’t. I hate it. I hate the rats and the smells and the people and the stress and the money? It’s always the money. Everywhere. Every second. You know, I bought my apartment and didn’t tell my parents? My mom thinks I rent. I don’t. I didn’t want her to ask how much I spent on a one-bedroom with a view of the High Line. How fucked up is that? I live in New York and I lie to my mother about it. I went there to make money to help my family but now I’m so busy I can’t even come home to help my family. What kind of life is that?” She laughed so hard she started crying. Romy scooted her chair closer to Juliet and put her hand on her leg, patting it gently. “This isn’t what I wanted. It’s not what I wanted at all. At all. And my dad—he’s sick. You remember.” She paused. “He’s really sick now. It’s progressing so quickly. He doesn’t talk about it, but I know. Everyone knows. The whole town knows.” She lapsed into fresh, intense sobs. “And I just don’t know what to do.”
Romy wrapped her arm around Juliet’s shoulders. Juliet leaned onto Romy’s t-shirt, wetting it thoroughly with salty tears. “It’s okay, Jules. It’s going to be okay.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Romy quietly dropped off Juliet at her house, Juliet grateful that Romy turned off her headlights to pull into the driveway. She stayed long enough to make sure Juliet was in the house, then drove away. 
Juliet called into her house to see if anyone was home. The rental Camaro was in the driveway, so she figured at least Carrie was home. “Hello?”
All the lights in the house were off. “Carrie?” She stopped to listen. Juliet heard laughter from the staircase that led to the garage apartment. Music with a pounding pulse trickled down after it. Juliet dropped her purse on the countertop and hobbled up the stairs carefully, pausing halfway up. “Okay, y’all better not be naked up there, because I’m coming in—” Juliet popped her head above the half wall next to the landing and saw her brother Sam swing dancing with Carrie, who had her head flung back with laughter. 
An Earth, Wind, and Fire song blasted out of Sam’s old speakers. The small, A-frame space was neater and cleaner than Juliet had ever seen it. There were black trash bags filled and lined up by the stairs. Even Sam’s bed was made. The air smelled like Lysol and there were crumpled up cleaning rags on all of the empty surfaces. A lonely pizza box was open on the coffee table, half-eaten but looking fresh. Two open Big Red cans sat next to it. 
Sam and Carrie didn’t notice her standing there. She felt like an intruder on their happiness and turned to go as the song stopped.
“Jules!” Sam said happily. “Stay! We have extra pizza.” There was a wide smile across his face, which made her stop in her tracks. Her heart was warm in her chest. Her brother. Her troubled baby brother, who had fought and struggled and clawed his way away from happiness his entire adult life, was standing in front of her. And he was smiling.
“Hey, Sam. Are you putting my assistant to work?”
Carrie dropped Sam’s hands while he turned down the music to half volume. “Oh no, actually. He made me sit on the sofa while he cleaned everything up. I didn’t do anything but order the pizza.”
“I’m impressed,” Juliet said, limping on her crutches to the sofa and collapsing. Sam handed her a paper plate and a slice of pizza. “Is Mom sleeping?”
Sam shook his head. “She insisted on going into the diner and looking over the expenses for the last month—” He sighed at the look on Juliet’s face. “I tried to stop her. She promised to sit down, at least. Grams went with her to make sure she didn’t try to take down any boxes or something. Dad is there too, obviously.”
Juliet shook her head. “Well, if I’d had any other kind of day I’d fight it and go get her. But I’m too spent.”
“Mm,” Sam said knowingly, grabbing a black trash bag and climbing under his bed, fishing out crumpled beer cans.
Juliet chewed a bite of the veggie pizza. “What?”
Carrie was fussing over Juliet’s foot, scooting the pizza box to the side so she could elevate it. Juliet noticed that Carrie was blushing.
“Oh my God! You told him where I was all day?”
Carrie bit her lip. “I didn’t realize it was a total secret!”
“Carrie, you had to drive me three towns over to meet with her. Did you not think that maybe there was a reason for that?”
“Relax, Jules. I coaxed it out of her.”
“I bet you did.”
Sam rolled his eyes while he tied up the trash bag. “Don’t deflect. Carrie said she dropped you two off at a coffee shop around two in the afternoon. Then she drove Mae-fucking-Mitchell home and left y’all with a car.” He checked his watch. “It’s almost midnight. Where have you been, exactly?” His eyes sparkled.
“Mind your business,” Juliet retorted, putting down her pizza slice and rubbing her eyes. “If you two can be up here all day alone, why can’t I be alone with Romy Mitchell?”
“Because Carrie here isn’t banned from seeing you. Carrie was never caught in your bedroom when you were seventeen. Carrie’s family didn’t try to destroy us from the inside out. Carrie—”
“Relax! I get it,” Juliet replied. “Nothing happened. We were just talking.” She exhaled. “And anyway, whatever I feel—may have felt—for Romy? Is clearly one-sided. She’s…she’s just not into me that way.”
Carrie raised her eyebrows and gave Sam a significant look. He chuckled.
“What? You two have a secret language now?”
“It’s just that Mae seems to think Romy has a thing for you. And she is her sister after all.”
Juliet opened and closed her mouth several times before deciding to just stuff it with more pizza. She was too tired to deal with this crap. “Carrie, did you find an apartment yet?”
Carrie nodded. “I found a place with a month-to-month leasing agreement. It has two bedrooms, which I think could be nice for both of us—”
“Book it for a year,” Juliet replied.
Sam dropped his jaw. “Excuse me?”
“Mom and Dad need help here. That’s clear to me.”
Sam grinned and shook his head slowly. “Yeah, a lot is clear to me, too.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
He gathered up several full trash bags in both hands and walked to the stairs. “It means that it took Romy Mitchell one afternoon to do what I’ve been trying to do for ten years.”
“Which is what?”
Sam gave her a sad smile. “Bring you home.”



CHAPTER NINETEEN
“I need you to read the first half of The Good House by Tananarive Due by next Monday.”
The class groaned. “Already? Summer just ended!” yelled a kid in the back row.
Romy smiled. “Trust me, once you get started reading this book, you won’t be able to put it down.” The bell rang, signifying the end of the morning classes. “If you need help, please email me!” Everyone filed out quickly into the noisy hallway while Romy wiped down the chalkboard. Dr. Bell had given her full permission to teach whatever curriculum she wanted, so she’d chosen fiction written by Black women. It would be a full semester of Tananarive Due, Octavia Butler, and Angie Thomas. She actually envied the kids their first go-around with these amazing women’s works. She would give almost anything to be able to read Kindred for the first time again.
“Knock knock!”
Romy glanced at the door. Nick was holding a wicker basket and wearing a suit and a smile. “I brought Thai for both of us. I made it last night.”
“I can’t say no to that!” Romy finished clearing the board and grabbed her purse, locking the classroom door shut behind her. The kids had mostly cleared the hallways for the cafeteria. “Good first morning for you?”
Nick shrugged. Romy noticed he had dark circles under his eyes. “Not too bad. You know, I don’t just let kids read books. I teach math. It’s hard.”
“Shut up,” Romy said, elbowing him. “You try to get a football player jock to read a five hundred page novel with tiny font.”
“Pass,” Nick replied, stopping at the door to the teacher’s lounge. “After you.”
Romy stepped inside and halted so abruptly that Nick crashed into her. “Mother?”
Mrs. Mitchell was sitting at the central table next to Dr. Bell; the other teachers were sitting at the other tables talking amongst themselves. “Romy, darling! I thought I would drop by to see how your first day was going!”
Romy’s face was frozen. Nick put his hand on the middle of her back and the motion steadied her. “Mother. I wasn’t expecting to see you on my first day of work. At my work, no less.”
Mrs. Mitchell had the fake, overbearing, well-practiced smile she always wore when she was trying to wheedle money out of investors. “Dr. Bell and I have had a lot to talk about. Your father and I are making a donation to have a new library built. We thought perhaps it could be named after you.”
The whole room fell silent, all the teachers no longer able to pretend that nothing was happening around them.
Romy could feel their resentment radiating towards her. “That’s not at all appropriate.”
Dr. Bell cleared her throat, feeling uncomfortable. “We of course welcome the donation, but Mrs. Mitchell—”
“Call me Mary,” she said in a sickly sweet voice.
“Mary. I just think it wouldn’t be appropriate to name the building after someone who didn’t want it named after them.”
“We can discuss this later,” Mrs. Mitchell said clearly, still staring at Romy.
“There is nothing to discuss,” Romy shot back. “What you do with your money is your business; what you do with my name is mine.”
Mrs. Mitchell’s eyes narrowed. “Sit. We’ll eat together.”
Romy sat down robotically.
“I don’t want to interrupt a family lunch,” Nick said. “I’ll sit over here.”
“Nonsense,” Mrs. Mitchell’s voice said coldly. “I quite thought that being a part of the family is exactly what you wanted.”
Romy was confused. She lowered her voice, acutely aware that the other teachers were still listening. “Mother, Nick and I are friends. We always have been.”
Mrs. Mitchell ignored her and turned to Nick. “Sit.”
It wasn’t a question.
Lunch passed excruciatingly slowly. Romy was certain the clock was broken. Dr. Bell was gamely trying to brook the divide between Romy and her mother, and Nick wasn’t touching the food he’d made. Finally, the bell rang and the rest of the staff scattered.
“Lovely to see you, Mrs. Mitchell,” Dr. Bell said. “I must get going to supervise the return to afternoon classes.”
“Romy, take a walk around campus with me,” Mrs. Mitchell said.
“Mother, I have class.”
“No, you don’t. Not until two. Walk with me.”
Nick hesitated but Romy gave him a tiny nod of her head to indicate that it would be fine for him to leave. “Talk later, Romy.”
The two women walked outside into the heat of the day, Mrs. Mitchell’s expensive heels clicking on the flagstone path that meandered through the campus oaks. Romy knew precisely how long the loop was, and how quickly she could hasten her steps to bring this little rendezvous to an end.
“I’m so happy to have you home, Romy,” Mrs. Mitchell said.
“Cut the bullshit, Mother. Why are you here?”
Mrs. Mitchell didn’t miss a beat. “Tom Wilson’s husband saw you and Juliet Hudson at the café in Rushing Springs on Saturday afternoon.”
“And?” Romy asked, trying to keep her voice calm, even though her heart was racing.
“He said you looked cozy.”
“We’re friends, Mother.”
Mrs. Mitchell laughed. “You’ve never just been friends. I don’t care if you’ve never been with a woman, Romy, you’ve had a thing for that girl since you laid eyes on her the day we arrived from California.”
Romy opened her mouth to object but Mrs. Mitchell turned her heel on a dime to face her. “We had an agreement, I believe. As long as you took our money, you would not be involved with that girl. She is a townie. Mitchells and townies do not mix.”
“I’m not taking your money anymore, Mother. You know that. We had this conversation five years ago.”
Mrs. Mitchell smiled, the corner of her lips upturned. “Ah, but you’re living on our property, aren’t you?” She lowered her voice even though it wasn’t necessary. “And I believe your little project won’t be ready to move into for quite some time. I’d be on my best behavior if I were you.” She kissed Romy on the cheek, her skin burning where her lips had been as if her lipstick was infused with rattlesnake venom. “See you at dinner. And don’t wear sweatpants this time.”
Mrs. Mitchell turned and walked away towards the parking lot, leaving Romy alone.



CHAPTER TWENTY
JUNIOR YEAR
NINE YEARS AGO
“Remember last year when we fell asleep tied together in that cave?” Juliet cackled, walking arm in arm with Romy. They were hiking up Enchanted Rock in the late autumn weather. It was a perfect Texas day, with a clear blue sky, slight breeze, and temperatures in the sixties. Thanksgiving break was in full swing, and Romy and Juliet had run away on a day trip together unbeknownst to their families, who thought each girl was staying at a friend’s house.
“We did win hide and seek, though,” Romy pointed out. 
Juliet paused and collapsed on the top of the giant rock, the sweeping vistas of the Texas Hill Country surrounding her. “This is nice. Nice to not be in Sterling with all those fucking signs and ribbons.”
That morning the wrecking balls had taken down Bo’s Diner. The town had taken sides: green ribbons for the preservation of Bo’s and blue ribbons for those who sided with the Mitchells under the guise of “progress” for the town.
Romy laid down next to her, their arms touching. “My family would kill me if they knew that I was here with you.”
“Same,” Juliet replied. “I hate that we had to drive several hours away just to hang out.”
“I couldn’t stand to be around my father all day today with him barking out orders for leveling and digging and rebar and concrete pillars going in. Ugh,” Romy replied. She reached into her backpack and pulled out a bacon and egg breakfast taco, covering it with the contents of a little plastic cup of salsa.
“My mom has been crying for a week,” Juliet replied. “And my dad has been laid up in bed with these horrible migraines. He’s supposed to hear back from the doctor sometime today about it. Grams drove him into Austin on Monday to see a specialist of some kind.”
“God, that’s horrible. How is Grams? I haven’t seen her in a while.”
“You mean since the last time you snuck into my room and she caught us playing cards at three in the morning?”
Romy laughed. “She’s a good one for not narcing on us.”
Juliet slapped her forehead and unzipped her pack, emerging with a giant Ziploc bag filled with snickerdoodle cookies. “She made these for you. She knows how much you like them.”
Romy groaned and reached out for the bag, hugging it to her chest eagerly. “I told you she’s a good one.” She unzipped the bag and bit into the soft and chewy cookie, sighing contentedly. “Where do your parents think you are?”
“Jessica’s. You?”
“I told her I was visiting my cousin in Austin. I gave her a head’s up. She’s cool like that. I’m assuming you told Jessica so she could cover for you?”
“I did,” Juliet said quietly, dusting off invisible crumbs from the rock face as a family came charging past them.
“She still hates me.”
“She doesn’t hate you. She just…doesn’t entirely trust you. Give me a cookie.” Juliet munched on the doughy concoction. “Why are our lives so complicated? We’re supposed to be having fun. It’s high school, for god’s sake. We’re not even adults yet.”
Romy tilted her head and leaned it against Juliet’s, the wind tangling their hair together. The two girls sat on the rock until the sun started to sink in the sky. They stood up, the cookies long gone and their stomachs rumbling for dinner, and raced each other down to the parking lot.
Romy drove back into the small town near Enchanted Rock and parked behind the Main Street shops.
“I better check my phone, I’ve had it off all afternoon,” Juliet said. She flipped open her green Sidekick she’d purchased with her own money and waited for the cell signal to return. “Fuck!”
“What?” Romy asked, panicking.
“God, Sam has called like ten times. Hang on.” She dialed his number and waited for Sam to pick up. He answered right away.
“Where the fuck are you?”
Juliet was shocked to hear her little brother, usually quiet, curse. “At Jess—”
“Bullshit. No you’re not. I just stole the truck and drove over there to find you. Jessica did a good job at stalling for a while but after you were allegedly in the bathroom for over an hour, I figured it out. You’re with her, aren’t you?”
“It’s none of your business—”
“Fine, Jules. Whatever. Do whatever you want. I just thought you should know, Dad got his test results back. He has multiple sclerosis.” The line clicked and went dead before Juliet could respond, her face frozen in fear.
“That’s what President Bartlett had on The West Wing, right?” Romy asked tentatively as they sat on the patio of a tiny Mexican restaurant. A tall, metal heater blasted them with warmth in the fifty-degree night.
“I guess,” Juliet replied, staring into nowhere. She hadn’t touched her enchiladas verdes. 
“You need to eat, Jules,” Romy insisted. “Even if it’s just dessert. Here, I’ll order some sopapillas.”
“I don’t want sopapillas.” Juliet’s voice had a hard kernel of anger in it that Romy had never heard before.
“Okay. What do you want?”
“I want your family to pay for what they’ve done to mine.”
Romy paused for a second and slowly closed the menu. Then she smiled. “Where should we begin?”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
PRESENT DAY
“I know it’s not much compared to your New York apartment, but it’s the best I could find,” Carrie said, dropping their bags in the foyer of the tiny, old apartment. It was over the old five and dime shop and had been mostly renovated. Old brick walls, stainless steel appliances, and hardwood floors filled the space, along with a mish mash of antique furniture. There were plenty of high, single-pane windows with wavy glass that overlooked Main Street.
Juliet stood in the windows, leaning on her single crutch. Peering to the right, she could see the long-abandoned condo project frozen in time where her family’s diner had once stood proudly. There was still the huge oak tree that had been right behind the diner; the tree was the site of the mischief she and Romy had caused so many years ago. To see that the site was still in arrested development gave her a dash of happiness purer than any she’d felt in a long time.
“It’s perfect, Carrie. Thank you.”
Carrie beamed. “I bought new bedding and washed it all. I just need to put them on the beds.” She paused, opening her mouth and closing it several times.
“Just ask it, Carrie.”
“Are you quitting your job in New York?”
“Eventually…yes,” Juliet replied vaguely. “I’m finishing up a few cases remotely, banking that money, and then I’m quitting.”
“So…”
Juliet turned around and smiled. “You’re not fired. I still need you, Carrie. I need you to go to New York and pack up all my shit and bring it here and make sure my apartment there sells for more than I paid for it. And I need you to make sure nobody at the firm finds out it’s for sale.”
Carrie nodded. “Well, you bought it three years ago and your neighborhood definitely has gone up in value.” There was a reluctance in her expression that Juliet read immediately.
“I know you’re going to miss my brother. But the faster you go and get this done, the faster you can come back here.”
Carrie nodded.
“Now, go book your flight. And order dinner, please.”
The doorbell rang and Juliet answered. “Hey! Jess!”
“I think what you mean is ‘hey neighbor!’ Mark and I live upstairs on the top two floors.”
“You’re joking. This building?”
“I thought that’s why you chose this unit, knowing that you had two outstanding neighbors upstairs.” Jessica beamed and stepped inside, her arms full of fresh flowers. “I thought I’d surprise you. Wow, this unit is nice. I wasn’t expecting that. Mind if I find some jars in the kitchen and fill them with these flowers? They’re from my plot in the community garden at the end of Main.”
“Of course!” Juliet said. Her foot was starting to throb so she reached for her pills. The doorbell rang again.
“You sure are popular!” Carrie yelled from the guest bedroom where she was clicking her fingers across her keyboard to book a flight.
“I have no idea who that could be,” Juliet replied, pulling open the door. The Mayor was standing there in his black cowboy hat and a pair of flamboyant turquoise boots.
“Well, well, well! Miss Juliet Hudson! As I live and breathe!” His eyes grew misty as he hooked his thumbs into his suspenders. “I remember when you were scooting around on the floor of City Hall in a diaper with skinned knees. And look at you now! A beautiful young woman.”
“Um…thank you?”
He cleared his throat and nodded behind her.
“Oh! Please, come in. I’m afraid I’m going to have to sit down, though, my ankle—”
“Yes, yes! I heard all about it. Terrible news.” His boots clicked across the hard floors. “Well, I won’t keep you long. I heard from a little bird that you were looking for a job?”
Juliet gaped at him. “You did?”
“Now, now, I don’t reveal my sources. But I do have a position for you, if you want it.”
“You do?”
“Well, I can’t say too much now, but we need some legal counsel on a project the town is undertaking. We can’t pay you a New York salary, obviously, but—”
“I’ll take it.”
Juliet could practically feel Jessica raising her eyebrows from the kitchen.
“It would sure help me sleep at night knowing I had any kind of job lined up. And I’d love to have something to keep me busy while I wrap up a few New York projects.”
The Mayor clapped his hands together. “This will be a new beginning for Sterling!”
“A new beginning?“
“Yes, well, I can’t say too much now. Just know, I’m hosting a bit of a dinner on Friday night, and I won’t take no for an answer. I can send cars for you and your family.”
“Mayor, I’d love a few more details,” Juliet insisted. She had a terrible feeling about what he was cooking up, even though she had absolutely nothing to corroborate that dread.
He laughed. “I bet you would. All will be revealed in due time, my dear.” He turned around and smiled at Jessica. “Of course, I assume you and Mark will be there? I’ve already sent the details along to his assistant.”
She nodded slowly. “I guess we are going, then.”
“I must be on my way! See y’all on Friday.” He disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.
“You need to borrow some clothes?” Jessica asked.
“Yeah,” Juliet replied. She inhaled and looked around. “I wasn’t expecting the full welcome wagon. I forgot how quickly news spreads here.”
“I’ve been trying to tell you that you’ve been missed,” Jessica said with a grin.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Romy’s first week teaching went as smoothly as she could have wanted it to go; the only downside was that she’d been so busy she hadn’t had the opportunity to sneak away to Juliet’s new apartment. Its location might be convenient for living, but it didn’t make for the best rendezvous spot for two people trying not to be seen together, even as friends.
And that was all she wanted to be with Juliet.
Wasn’t it? This was the question she asked herself at least ten times a day.
“Just friends,” she said out loud. She was convincing herself. She pulled down her long driveway and saw that the main house was lit up like a Christmas tree. “Oh, God.”
She parked in front of her cottage and ran inside to find that her sister was already there, the living room covered in sparkling dresses, tulle, and artfully aged lace.
“Jesus, Mae! It looks like an Anthropologie exploded in here! What the hell are you doing in my house?”
Mae had her hair in curlers, a bathrobe thrown on over a gorgeous embroidered cocktail dress, her makeup done impeccably. “I went shopping today at Mom’s insistence. For the party.”
“Party? What party?”
“Mom didn’t want you to know until you came home tonight. For some reason, she thought you might bail and drive to the city for the weekend if you knew.” Mae gave her a significant look and held up a bright chartreuse cocktail dress with a puffy bottom, sweetheart neckline, and a sheer top up to the neck. “This is the one. Puke green has always been your color. Now, shower. You look disgusting.”
“Gee, thanks, Mae.”
“I’m doing your makeup but you need to hurry. I will rip you out of that shower if I have to, believe me I will.”
Romy groaned loudly and made sure to slam the door to the bathroom as loudly as possible to voice her displeasure.
“Stop picking at the top of the dress, you’re going to ruin it. That’s a Tracy Reese gown that you’re destroying.
“It itches,” Romy said, nearly turning her ankle on a rock as they made their way up to the main house.
“God, you’re five years old. My kids complain less than you do, I swear.”
“Then go bother them.” Romy looked at the circular gravel drive and saw a line of cars snaking all the way to the main road as valets helped people out. “What the hell is this party about, anyway?”
“Something with the Mayor,” Mae replied hastily. “Stand up straight. Shoulders back. I thought all you did in Montana for five years was yoga. Why isn’t your posture better?”
“Fuck off, Mae.”
“Charming.”
Romy followed her sister inside the house, which had been polished and shined to within an inch of its life. People mingled in the main hall and in the living space, which had been cleared of all furniture. Waiters in tuxedos and white gloves circled with trays of canapés and champagne.
Romy stopped one of them and grabbed two glasses of champagne. “Don’t move,” she said, downing both glasses in a handful of gulps and replacing the empties on the tray. “Thanks.” She let out a large burp.
“Classy,” Nick said from behind her.
Romy spun around to see Nick looking gorgeous in a tuxedo, his hair slicked back. “Oh thank God you’re here. Did you know about this beforehand?”
“Only about thirty minutes ago when a car showed up at my front door. Your guess is as good as mine.” He looked nervously around the room. “Have you seen Derek?”
Romy squinted at him. “What? My brother?” She shook her head, trying to make the question reach her brain. “I don’t know, he’s probably being pushed around the room by Janelle. Or hiding in a corner somewhere not talking to anyone. Why do you want to talk to him?”
“It’s nothing,” Nick replied evasively. “You look lovely, by the way. I’m guessing that Mae had something to do with that?“ He stopped as loud, angry voices floated into the house from the front entrance steps. “What’s that about, you think?”
Romy shrugged, the alcohol going straight to her head. “I don’t know, but any drama is better than standing around here waiting for my mother to tell me I look like shit. Come on.” She grabbed him by the elbow and pulled him out the front door. A limousine was parked and a small, shouting crowd had gathered.
Romy gasped. “Oh, God.” She ran down the steps and grabbed Juliet’s father as he teetered backwards on his arm crutches. Nick grabbed a red-faced Mrs. Hudson, who was dressed gorgeously but looked unsteady on her feet. Juliet was screaming for everyone to calm down, and the Mayor looked like he might throw up. Mr. Mitchell angrily disappeared up the steps into his own house, muttering obscenities under his breath.
Romy got Mr. Hudson back on his feet as she looked to the top of the stairs where her mother had an unfathomable expression on her face.
“What the hell is going on?” Romy asked Juliet.
“Your guess is as good as mine. We had no idea the party was going to be here. None. My parents are refusing to go inside.”
“Damn right we aren’t going inside,” Mr. Mitchell said, his legs unsteady from a combination of anger and the symptoms of his condition. “I will not be going inside.”
“Folks, please. I think you’ll be happy with the plans we have for tonight,” the Mayor said pleadingly. “This is a chance to turn over a new leaf. For everyone. Please, please come inside. You look dead on your feet.”
Everyone stopped talking at the Mayor’s unfortunate turn of phrase. To his credit, he turned the shade of a turnip and apologize profusely. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. That’s not what I—”
“Mom, Dad, come on. Let’s go inside. Nick, can you help?”
Nick rushed forward and offered his arm to Mrs. Mitchell, who took it reluctantly. Juliet helped her father up the steps and into the house.
“Well, that didn’t go as planned,” the Mayor said as the limousine finally moved out of the way.
“What the fuck did you expect?!” Romy shrieked. She turned on her heels and stormed into the house, looking desperately for Juliet. She couldn’t see anyone in the crowded hall, pushing through to get to the living room. 
“Romy!”
She stopped. Her brother Derek was grabbing her elbow. He looked upset, his hair out of place and his shirt buttoned incorrectly. It was wrinkled like he’d slept in it, and his tuxedo jacket was hanging off his shoulders. Clearly Janelle hadn’t seen him tonight; there was no way she would have let him into the party looking like that.
“I need your help. Please.”
Romy had to take a step back away from him. “Jesus, Derek! Did you drink the contents of an entire bar?”
He wobbled back on his heels and Romy had to grab him. People were starting to stare.
“Come with me.” She led him through the crowd to one of the back staircases where she had to practically drag him into one of the large guest bathrooms. She locked the door behind them and ran the shower, helping her brother out of his clothes until he was in his underwear and an undershirt.
“I fucked up. I fucked up so bad.” He blanched before he turned green; in a single movement, Romy opened the toilet lid and aimed his head towards it. She waited patiently while he emptied the contents of his stomach for approximately five minutes straight. Romy stroked his back and sang softly to him. She reached for the landline phone next to the toilet.
“Marion? Yeah, it’s Romy. I’m upstairs in the guest bathroom off the landing. I need a huge bottle of water, two gatorades, and a box of saltines, please. Oh, and if you could bring a change of clothes for my brother from his room, that would be great. Sweatpants and a t-shirt would work just fine.” She hung up the phone. That was when she realized Derek had stopped barfing, but was now sobbing.
“It’s okay,” Romy said, standing up and getting a washcloth out from under the sink. She wet it with cold water and wiped her brother’s forehead. “Marion is coming with snacks and drinks. Get in the shower. Can you stand up on your own?”
He nodded. “Why are you doing this? Why are you helping me?”
“Because you’re my brother, you fool. Now, bathe. You smell terrible.”
Romy turned around while he climbed into the shower, finally sitting down on the velvet settee when she heard the curtain shut. She closed her eyes and took inventory of the night so far. She was exhausted and it had barely begun.
“Thank you again,” Derek said from behind the foggy glass. “I’m a fucking mess.”
“Yeah, well, you’re in good company in this family,” Romy retorted. “Derek, what is going on with you?”
He didn’t have time to answer. There was a knock at the door. Romy stood up and unlocked it, pulling it open slowly. “Thank God, Marion, I’m so happy that you—oh, fuck me.”
Marion wasn’t standing there. It was her mother, holding a garment bag and scowling. “If you think I’m not aware of every phone call made on the landlines in this house, you’re not as intelligent as I thought you were.” Mrs. Mitchell, looking impeccable in her designer silk dress and perfectly coiffed hair, pursed her cherry red lips. “Your brother will not be slipping into pajamas and disappearing for the evening. The entire town is here. He will be present at dinner, which is beginning in twenty minutes. There is a tuxedo in this bag that he will put on.”
Romy wanted to say a million things in that moment, but she figured that calling her mother a heartless bitch probably wasn’t a good way to continue an already disastrous evening. “You didn’t even bring him Gatorade?”
“We didn’t install a thirty-thousand dollar whole-house water filtration system for nothing. Tell him to drink out of the tap.” She spun around and left Romy standing there fuming.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Juliet had to bribe one of the servers to let her parents into the dining room early so they could sit down for a few minutes. “Mom, are you sure you’re feeling okay?”
“Stop fussing, Juliet,” Mrs. Hudson snapped. She peered down her nose at the placards and saw their places near the head of the table. Juliet got her parents settled, looping her father’s arm crutches over the back of his chair and tucking his napkin across his lap.
“Look, the Mayor is right next to you. You can talk to him instead of looking at the Mitchells.” 
Juliet sighed and sat in her chair. She saw that Derek, Romy’s brother, was next to her. Since he was older than she was, she didn’t know a lot about him other than the fact that he’d been a shy, artsy bookworm who was popular only because his family was rich. It was harsh but true.
The doors to the dining room opened and people filed inside. Juliet found herself looking around frantically for Romy, but she was nowhere to be found as the enormous room filled up with people. Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell sat at the head of the table, the Mayor settled into his seat, and Juliet recognized Nick, Romy’s friend, sitting across from Derek’s empty seat. A pretty woman was next to Derek; Juliet vaguely recognized her from Facebook as his fiancée. There was an empty space beside Nick and in the seat next to that sat an incredibly handsome man. He had a chiseled jawline and wasn’t letting go of his glass of dark liquor. His eyelashes were so dark it looked like he was wearing eyeliner. He smiled at Mrs. Mitchell to his left, a gesture that didn’t reach his cold eyes. Juliet didn’t return the hard smile he threw her way.
The long table was soon full but for two seats; one across from Juliet and Derek’s seat next to her. Then the doors opened once more. Romy stood there with her hand around her brother’s waist. He looked pale and a little shaky; he had a sheen of sweat across his face. Juliet had seen her own brother drunk enough times to know the symptoms. Derek was barely holding it together. They parted ways and he stared determinedly at his empty seat, clearly trying to walk in a straight line. He sat down next to Juliet reeking of expensive cologne that she was sure was there to cover up the smell of bile.
He nodded at Juliet curtly and she smiled, slipping her hand into her purse and emerging with a small packet of butter crackers. She slid it into Derek’s lap. He looked at her, surprised, then glanced at his lap. He smiled and mouthed his thanks.
Juliet looked up, expecting to see Romy falling into the seat across from her. But Romy had frozen in place about ten seats down.
The handsome man with the smile that didn’t reach his eyes stood up and walked over to her, kissing her on the lips. Juliet barely held back a gasp; it felt like someone had punched her in the gut.
Romy looked like she was in shock. “Justin?”
Justin led her back to her seat, graciously pulling her chair out as Romy sat down, her face caught in a look of utter confusion.
Juliet felt eyes on her and turned to her right. Mrs. Mitchell was staring intently at her with a smile on her face, as if watching and waiting to see what Juliet might do.
“Alright, let’s eat!” Mr. Mitchell announced. 
Juliet tried to catch Romy’s eye to figure out what was happening, but Romy was staring into her empty plate.
“Derek, who is that guy?” Juliet whispered.
He still looked green but was slowly nibbling on the crackers. “Dunno.”
As the meal progressed, Juliet saw that the Mayor was trying to engage her father in a discussion that he clearly wasn’t interested in, Justin and Mrs. Mitchell were getting on like a house afire, Nick was determinedly avoiding looking across the table at Derek, and Romy wouldn’t look at Juliet for anything. Juliet barely tasted the four courses that were being placed in front of her. The conversation was a low roar in the room, and before Juliet knew it, the Mayor was standing up and hitting his glass with the edge of the knife—an action that drew poisonous looks from the ever-proper Mrs. Mitchell. 
“Folks, now that we’re properly fed and watered, I’d love to tell you the reason that we are here tonight. We all know that the property at Five Main Street has been a bit of an eyesore for the last ten years or so.”
Murmurs filled the room.
Romy finally looked at Juliet for the first time since she’d entered the dining room. Their eyes met, and there was a burning understanding between them mixed in with a moment of pure panic.
“But, I’m happy to tell you that the city has come into a bit of money recently due to the passing of Dick Nantz. Because of this, we are going to buy the property from the Mitchell Corporation and hopefully turn it into a park.”
A few people gasped. Juliet glanced at the Mitchells, who had hard looks on their faces. Her father was frozen next to her.
“Now, this will be a long process, but I’m happy to announce that I’ve acquired the services of our very own Juliet Hudson, finally back from New York after far too long. Juliet, stand up sweetheart!”
Juliet raised herself out of the seat and gave a meek wave as people applauded politely. She didn’t have to look to know that Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell were not joining in.
“Well, I’m hoping this can be the end of a long, long chapter in the history of this great town. So, please, folks. Direct your questions to me tonight since I’ve only just sprung this on our poor legal expert. If I’m not mistaken, it’s time for some dessert out in the backyard!”
Mrs. Mitchell returned to her hostess role and nodded in confirmation.
Everyone stood up to leave the room, but the Mayor grabbed Juliet by the elbow. “I’d like your family to hang out in here for a few minutes, if that’s alright.”
Juliet felt a growing sense of dread in her stomach and sat back down. She was too tired to fight after the night she’d had.
The room cleared out until it was just the Mitchells and the Hudsons, as well as Justin. Nick was one of the last to leave, but Mrs. Mitchell called him back to the table. There was awkward silence. The only people at ease seemed to be Mae and her husband, who were viewing the proceedings with detached amusement.
“Folks, I just think it’s time to let bygones be bygones,” the Mayor said with a brave attempt at a smile. “I’d like a handshake between the elders here.”
No one moved.
The Mayor looked crestfallen. “Folks, please.”
Mr. Hudson got to his feet shakily and held his hand out to Mr. Mitchell. They gave the briefest handshake in the history of the world; Juliet wasn’t even certain their skin had touched.
“Wonderful,” Mrs. Mitchell said, but she didn’t sound like she meant it. She turned to Justin. “I’d love to introduce you to my future son-in-law, Justin Trefoil.”
Juliet felt the room flip upside down.
“I’m just so happy to say that our family will be growing once again and on the very day that Derek and Janelle have decided to move their wedding up to this January!”
Nick stood up hastily, knocking over his chair. “I need to go.”
“Oh, surely you can’t stay a bit longer?” Mrs. Mitchell asked sarcastically. “Derek, honey. Ask your friend to stay.”
Juliet was confused, and by the looks of it, so was Romy, who had finally broken away from her look of frozen horror to be confused alongside everyone else. “Mom, what the fuck are you talking about? He’s my friend.”
“Ask your brother.”
Derek turned a nasty shade of chartreuse and scrambled for a potted plant in the corner, vomiting spectacularly into it.
“Jesus, this fucking family,” Romy exhaled exasperatedly.
Justin put his arm around Romy, who stiffened noticeably as he leaned in to kiss her cheek.
The Mayor looked stricken.
“I need to be excused,” Juliet said to no one in particular, throwing her napkin onto the table and nearly dropping her crutch in her haste to leave the room. Tears were filling her eyes. She had no idea where she was going, but she had to get out of there as fast as possible.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
“Stop fucking touching me,” Romy said to Justin as they walked into the grand foyer, which only had a few people lingering in it. She ripped her arm away from him. “What in the ever-loving fuck are you doing here?”
Justin grinned at the people who turned around to see what was happening. “Sweetheart, let’s take this somewhere private.”
“Like hell we will,” Romy spat back. “Whatever you have to say to me, you can say it in front of these people.”
Mrs. Mitchell appeared out of nowhere and grabbed them both with a wide grin on her face. “You know young people! Always so passionate,” she said to the guests. She took them down a side hallway and shoved them into the library. The folding glass doors all along one wall were open to one of the small gardens; twinkle lights had been strung through the oak trees, and a chorus of cicadas filled the air. “You two can work things out in here.” She glared intently at Romy. “And you will work things out, Romy. I would hate for your decisions to cost you.” Then she left the room.
Romy cast around for her options; she sure as hell wasn’t staying in this room alone with Justin but she also knew skipping out on the confrontation wasn’t an option. She hit upon an idea.
“You wait here,” Romy said as Justin opened his mouth. She stepped into the hallway; her mother had already disappeared. She walked down the hall, into the foyer, and down the front steps, where Charlie, the man who had been her driver all through her childhood, was standing watch over the night. “I need you.”
It was all she needed to say. He followed her into the house, down the hallway, and into the library.
Justin looked confusedly at the old man. “Who the hell is this?”
“A witness,” Romy replied shortly. She turned to Charlie. “If he touches me, you step in, please.”
Charlie nodded.
She turned back to Justin. “Now speak. And cut the bullshit. My friend here doesn’t play games.”
Justin’s smarmy façade that he was so good at keeping in the presence of others melted. “I’m here to marry you.”
“No, you aren’t,” Romy replied. “How did you even find me?”
“I knew you’d go home after…what happened. Romy, I love you.”
“Bullshit.”
Justin pursed his perfect lips, his dark eyes glinting in the dimly-lit library. “Your mother seems to think we’d be good together.”
“My mother wants a picture-perfect, heteronormative family and nothing else, damn anyone’s happiness,” Romy shot back. “What I don’t understand is what’s in it for you.”
“You know I’ve been looking to leave Montana,” Justin replied, crossing his arms across his tight body and leaning against the back of a plush leather armchair. It was Romy’s favorite chair in the room, the one she’d spent hours in as a child. Seeing Justin touch it made something in Romy snap and all the pieces of the mystery fall into place.
“She offered you money, didn’t she? And the connections to start your own plastic surgery practice here?”
Justin smirked. “You know your mother well.” He reached in his tuxedo pocket, and Charlie took a step forward. “Relax, Alfred. I know we’re in Texas but I’m not in the habit of carrying a gun to dinner parties.” He slipped a velvet box into his hand and opened it. In it sparkled a solitaire diamond that was easily five carats. She knew that her mother had picked it out and paid for it. Justin was an incredibly successful physician but he pissed away his money as fast as he earned it. “Romy Cara Mitchell, will you do me the honor of being my wife?” The words dripped in sarcasm; he didn’t even bother to get down on one knee. 
“And why would I do something like that?”
Justin grinned and took a few steps closer to her. Romy’s heart thudded in her chest. “I think your mother made that pretty clear to you on her way out. You’re a teacher. You have no money. No savings. I’d say you probably spent that little inheritance of yours already on something nice and homey?” He smirked and handed her the ring box.
Charlie stepped forward protectively. “Relax again, Jeeves. I’m on my way out for some dessert. Romy, you know where to find me tonight with your answer.” He slammed the door on the way out, Romy’s eyes burning with tears.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
In the moments after the meal ended, Juliet came to her senses and realized her mom and dad needed her help to get the hell out of the Mitchells’ house. She left the solarium she’d sheltered in temporarily and went back into the dining room. She helped her parents to the front steps while one of the valets called the limo driver.
She felt a tug back towards the house. “I…I need to use the bathroom,” she lied hastily. “I’ll be right back.”
“Take your time,” the valet said. “The limo has a flat tire.”
Juliet groaned. “Could you get some folding chairs for my parents, then, at least? Jesus.” She hastened back inside as fast as her single crutch would allow her where she ran smack into Mark, looking radiant in a tuxedo.
“Hey, Jules,” he said amiably. He had a longneck bottle in his hand and wore the glow of someone who was at least four drinks into the evening. “They finally brought out the beer out back. There’s a chocolate fountain and s’mores, too. Sorry we missed the dinner portion of the evening. Jess and I were busy, if you know what I mean.” He wiggled his eyebrows.
“Great,” Juliet said dully, trying to sneak around him. Although it was a pointless task, since the house was enormous, she’d never been there before, and she didn’t have the first clue where Romy might be.
“Looking for Jess? She’s in the backyard with some friends. Hey! I heard you moved in downstairs from us. That’s amazing. We’ll have to swing by this weekend, maybe bring some food over? There’s this great Indian place a few towns over that delivers. Well, they don’t actually deliver, but the owner is a buddy of mine from high school and—”
“Ms. Hudson,” said a deep, familiar voice. “You’re being paged.”
Mark and Juliet looked up to see Charlie standing behind them. 
“Paged?” Juliet inquired.
He cleared his throat and gave her a pointed look.
“Oh! Right. Mark, say hi to Jess for me, would you? I have to—” She didn’t bother finishing her sentence, rushing towards Charlie. “Where is she?” she whispered.
“Down the hall. Three doors down on the left. She’s not doing well at all.”
Juliet nodded and turned to go.
“Jules?”
“Yeah, Charlie?”
He had a kind smile on his face. “It is so nice to see you again after all these years. You’ve grown into a beautiful young woman.”
Juliet squeezed his hand and swished down the hallway, counting the doors that were spread out so far she couldn’t believe it. The rooms must be enormous on the other side of the walls, Juliet thought. She finally reached the door and knocked twice. There was no answer so she turned the knob. “Romy?” 
Juliet gasped as she stepped inside the massive room. There were at least half a dozen large, worn leather armchairs scattered around a room that was as big as the house she grew up in. Bookshelves lined the walls all the way up to the easily thirty-foot ceilings, thick tomes everywhere she looked. There were three massive fireplaces which seemed overkill for South Texas. The long wall opposite her was made entirely of large glass panes at the top and folding accordion glass doors at the bottom. There was a large garden just outside that was walled in with hedges tall enough to hide a grown man. Country music tinkled through the air from the other side of the yard, but as far as Juliet could tell, there was no visibility from either side.
Fairy lights sparkled in the trees. Underneath the large oak in the center, Romy was sitting in her puffy dress, her back to the doors.
“Romy,” Juliet called out, rushing forward. “Romy, are you okay?”
Romy sat up straight. She was holding a small, black velvet box and mascara was running down her cheeks. She saw that it was Juliet and yelped in surprise, hastily wiping her tears away. “What are you doing here?”
Juliet recoiled at the sharpness of Romy’s tone. “Charlie told me you were back here and needed some support, but clearly he was wrong. Maybe I should go get your fiancé?” The words came out far colder and harsher than Juliet had originally intended, but she didn’t call them back. They felt right, in the end, the way she had said them.
“Wait a second, you’re angry at me?” Romy retorted, standing up furiously.
Juliet gaped at her. “Of course I am! Are you kidding me? You have a secret fiancé you didn’t tell me about? And I had to find out in front of all of those people?”
Romy laughed darkly. “Did you see my face, Jules? Are you fucking serious? Do you think for one fucking second that I had anything—and I mean anything—to do with that?”
“You could have warned me.”
“I said I didn’t know—”
“I mean you could have warned me that you had some guy named Justin in your life. I thought we were closer than that.”
Romy bit her lip. “You want to know who he is? Fine. He’s the reason I had to flee from Montana. I met him there. He ran by the community garden every morning where the restaurant I waitressed at grew vegetables. One day he stopped to talk to me. We ended up moving in together a month later.” Romy exhaled. The country song changed to a slow tune a football field’s length away from them. “We were together almost four years. I left because he had a nasty habit of sleeping with the women he put breast implants in.”
Juliet winced. “Are you serious?”
“I wish I wasn’t. I also wish I could tell you I left the first time I found out that had happened. But I didn’t. I stayed, like a coward. Because he had a nice house and I was broke and not wanting to go back to the little room I’d been renting above the restaurant.”
Juliet said nothing.
“And I know you think I’m a snob and a sellout. I know that. And now my mom is bribing both of us.” Romy inhaled deeply, choking back tears. “And God help me, I have to say yes. For now. I have to. Because I blew all my inheritance from my grandfather on my property. And I’m saving up money for the renovation—I can’t rent a place right now.” Romy paused. “And I can’t piss off my mom. Not yet. I need her too much right now; I need the things that she’s offering me.” She took a large, deep breath. But I also can’t stand to look at the pain in your eyes when you hear me say his name.”
Juliet’s heart seemed to slow to one beat per minute. “Why do you care about that?”
The music suddenly seemed extremely far away, like the garden they were standing in was out of place and time. Romy dropped the ring box on the ground and stepped over to Juliet in two swift strides. Juliet felt her stomach swoop to her feet and then up to the moon as Romy grabbed the back of her head and kissed her as fiercely as she’d ever been kissed before. Their breathing slowed and began to match one another’s as their tongues entwined underneath the starry Texas sky. There was suddenly a cool breeze that fluttered their dresses, pulling at the fabric as if begging for it to be shed from their bodies. The kiss may have lasted five minutes. Ten. Twenty.
Juliet wasn’t sure as she finally pulled away from Romy, her entire body tingling with pleasure and excitement. She felt like she had a magnet in her chest that was inexorably pulling her towards Romy, who tilted her forehead and pressed it against Juliet’s.
“You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do that,” Romy whispered.
“Really?” Juliet breathed, hardly daring to believe the moment was real. “I thought…I didn’t think you…I thought you weren’t into girls.”
Romy put both hands on Juliet’s cheeks. “I wasn’t until I met you. And ever since then, every woman I’ve been with has just been a pale, pale imitation of you.”
That did it for Juliet. She slipped her crutch-free hand underneath the puffy bottom layer of Romy’s dress and lifted it gently. Romy gasped as Juliet’s hand trailed up her thigh, slipping her fingers over Romy’s thin underwear and massaging her warm, delicate parts. Romy’s mouth reached for Juliet’s hungrily as her hand vibrated. Juliet felt Romy collapse against her a few minutes later, panting.
“I can’t believe you can give me a handjob while on crutches,” Romy gasped. 
Juliet laughed while Romy readjusted her skirt. “I’m a woman of many talents.”
Romy stared at her, light glinting in her eyes. “You’re so fucking gorgeous.” She kissed her deeply again, Juliet moaning. 
“Don’t get me started. I’ve got to go. Oh shit, I’ve got to go. My parents are waiting for me.”
“One more kiss, please,” Romy replied. “I’ve waited half my life for this. Ever since that day I loaned you that dress freshman year.”
Juliet exhaled slowly. “Seriously? Ever since then?”
“Ever since then.” They kissed again, lost together, until they heard one of the heavy doors to the library fly open.
“Fuck!” Romy whispered, grabbing Juliet and dragging her behind the fattest oak tree, Juliet hopping to keep upright.
“I can’t leave you alone, don’t you get it?” pleaded a male voice Juliet recognized but couldn’t place. “I’m in love with you.”
Romy looked wide-eyed at Juliet and suppressed a giggle with her hand. “Who is that?” she mouthed.
Juliet shrugged.
To Juliet’s surprise, a man’s voice answered. “I know that. Don’t you think I know that? Do I look happy out there with her? I am in misery. I’m in misery that I can’t look at you when I see you in public. I can’t touch you.”
“What in the hell is stopping you, Derek?”
Juliet gulped and looked at Romy, who looked like she’d been smacked. Juliet had no idea that Derek was queer and by the looks of it, neither did Romy.
“I can’t leave my family. I can’t do it. I’m not ready.”
“You’ve been saying that for too fucking long. I don’t even know why I expect any different from you. You’re a coward.”
Juliet heard something that sounded like a lamp shattering.
“Nick!” Derek cried out. “Stop it. Someone will hear.”
“Let them hear,” Nick seethed. “Let them all come in here and see that the golden child of the Mitchell family, the heir to the fortune, is a fucking queer!” There was silence for a few moments that seemed to last a lifetime. Juliet found Romy’s hand and squeezed it. She squeezed back. 
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that. I’m just upset.”
“It’s okay,” Derek replied. “You’re right. I’m a coward.”
They heard the shuffling of footsteps and what sounded like an embrace.
Romy glanced at Juliet and stepped out of the tree. “Ahem.”
Nick and Derek flew apart like the other was on fire.
“We hate to interrupt, but I wouldn’t recommend kissing my brother,” Romy said to Nick. “He’s been barfing all night.”
“Romy—”
Juliet stepped out of the shadows. It wasn’t until she saw the looks on their faces that she realized her hair must be messed up.
“Ah, so this must be the secret make out spot for the closeted and the hopelessly in love,” Nick said sarcastically. “You two should probably get your hair and dresses in order before you go outside. And Jules, I think the valet was looking for you.”
“Fuck,” Juliet said. She glanced at Romy. “You okay?”
Romy reached into Juliet’s hair and smoothed it out. “I’ll call you later. I promise.”
Juliet couldn’t help but smile, feeling like she was floating on air as she hobbled back to the limousine where her parents were waiting.
“Where were you?” Mrs. Hudson asked suspiciously. “They got the limo fixed and we’ve been sitting here for ten minutes.”
“There was a line for the bathroom,” Juliet responded, trying to keep the excited shaking in her voice to a minimum and failing. “We can go now.” As the limo pulled away, her phone buzzed in her purse. She saw she had three voicemails and began listening to them out of habit.
The first was from work. It was her boss asking her to call him back.
The second was also from work. It was her boss an hour later saying it was urgent.
The third sent her stomach reeling.
It was her boss telling her she couldn’t stay on and do contract work with them. In fact, she was immediately being let go with no severance as she had technically quit first.
Juliet’s world turned upside down.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Romy skipped family breakfast, knowing that Justin was going to be at the main house where her mother had offered him lodging. Instead, she ate Froot Loops from a bowl, standing barefoot on her front porch. She had stayed up late talking on the phone with Juliet; they had gone over their situation for hours and hours in circles.
Romy looked out in the distance and saw a flash of a black and silver basketball jersey she knew belonged to Derek in between the trees. She sat the bowl down on the patio and grabbed a cheap pair of flip flops from next to the door, sprinting into the woods after her brother.
“Hey! Slow down!” she yelled, trying to catch up to him.
Derek seemed to speed up.
Romy cursed and tore off into the woods. “Goddammit, Derek, I’m not exactly wearing running shoes here, am I? Fucking asshole!” she screamed.
Derek finally stopped and turned around, looking curiously at Romy. He removed earbuds that had been invisible to Romy. She heard Bleachers blasting out of them into the warm morning air. “Did you just call me a ‘fucking asshole’?”
“Yes!” Romy panted. “Sorry about that, I didn’t see the earbuds. I thought maybe you were ignoring me on purpose.”
He tapped on his phone and the music stopped. “Didn’t see you at breakfast. Not that I’m surprised.”
“I’m shocked that you went,” Romy said, finally catching her breath.
Derek rolled his eyes and started walking away from her again. “Well, Janelle wouldn’t exactly have been thrilled with my missing breakfast after my behavior last night at dinner, would she?”
“Did she yell at you?”
Derek laughed. “You think Janelle is a yelling type of person and not a passive aggressive type of person like Mom? You’re smarter than that.”
“Good point.” They reached the river, which was a brilliant turquoise color. The rope swing that they’d played on so much as children was hanging by a thread from a strong oak branch. The little dock had a few leaf-filled, faded plastic kayaks still tied up to it. 
Derek sat down on a rickety wooden Adirondack chair and Romy followed suit.
“So Janelle doesn’t know? About you and Nick?”
Derek sighed. “I don’t think so. I don’t know. I mean, it wouldn’t shock me to find out that she did know and she’s staying anyway. We don’t…we don’t mess around, me and Nick. It’s…an emotional affair, if anything. But Janelle would stay no matter what. Anything for money, right?”
“That’s fucked up,” Romy replied.
Derek grimaced. “Yeah, well. Isn’t that what you’re doing?”
“How in the hell do you know that?”
He shrugged. “I saw your face with that Justin guy last night at dinner. I know how Mom works; I put two and two together pretty fast.”
Romy leaned back in the chair, which creaked under her weight. She stared at the dappled early light leaking through the branches. “When did it start with you and Nick? High school?”
“God, no,” Derek said, sighing. “It was actually spring break, my junior year of college, his freshman year. We were tubing down the river and ended up catching a ride back together. The party overflowed to Marty’s house—remember him?”
Romy nodded but said nothing, wanting him to continue.
“Anyway. So Nick and I ended up being the last people around the campfire, just talking.” He paused. The leaves blew in the wind. “There was this unbelievable shooting star that fell right above us. It must have burned for ten full seconds. We’d never seen anything like it. Then we just…kissed. It was quick. But we’ve been together ever since. Well, ‘together.’ It’s been like push and pull between us.”
“Jesus, Derek! Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Right, because we’ve always been so close.”
Romy pulled out her unlit cigarette from the pocket of her pajama bottoms. She’d slipped it in there upon waking, feeling like she might hold it in her lips after breakfast. “Mom turned us against each other from a pretty young age, didn’t she?”
Derek nodded, glancing at her. “Don’t light that. I have asthma.”
“Relax, I don’t smoke anymore. This is more of a thing than anything.”
“Nick does that too, but not around me. He knows I hate it.”
Romy felt strange hearing her brother talk about her former best friend so intimately. She thought she was the only one who knew that about him. It almost felt like her privacy had been violated. “He said last night he loves you. Do you love him?”
Derek whistled. “Good God, did you two hear everything last night?”
“Yes,” Romy replied, slipping the cigarette out of her mouth and twirling it between her fingers.
“I don’t know, Romy.”
“How can you not know?” Romy protested. “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard in my life.”
Derek had a challenging look on his face. “Oh, really? Tell me then, do you love Juliet?”
“That’s different.” Romy stood up and slid the cigarette back in her pocket and walked to the rickety pier. “Come kayak with me.”
“No, you’re going to drown us both.”
“Get in, Derek.”
“Answer my question.”
Romy lifted up a dirt-covered paddle and shook leaves off it. “I don’t know, Derek.”
Derek raised his eyebrows pointedly.
“Can we talk about something else?”
“Yeah, let’s talk about what you’re going to do about that smoking hot would-be fiancé up at the main house. I don’t understand why you need Mom’s money to do what you want.” He got into the kayak behind Romy and she unhooked the fraying line, tucking it into the front of the kayak.
“You’re one to talk. Tell me you’re not sticking around for the free housing and unlimited living allowance.”
Derek whacked her arm with the wet end of the paddle.
“Ow!”
“It is different for me, Romy. I’m next in line to inherit the family business. You’re not. You could sail off into the sunset with your girlfriend and never look back on this shithole town.”
“This isn’t a shithole town. I’ve been around the world way more than you have. It’s not so bad once you leave it and start comparing it to other places.”
“Everyone knows your business here.”
“Yeah, well, try moving to a rich tourist town in Northern Montana. There you have no privacy and everyone else has inherited money and no jobs to distract themselves.”
They slipped quietly down the slow-moving river, watching the birds dip their beaks into the water.
“You still didn’t answer my question. Why not take Juliet’s money and run? I heard she’s some big shot lawyer now.”
“Juliet has most of her money tied up in her apartment in New York City and got a call from her employer telling her she can’t do contract work with them like she planned. And since she quit: no severance.”
“Wow.”
“Yeah,” Romy replied. “And I don’t exactly have a lot of money saved up from my time in Montana.” This was a lie; she’d had cash from Montana. But that money became her down payment on the renovation work at the tree house. “Add to that the fact that I’m a new teacher and, well. Even if I moved in with Juliet to save money, which I honestly think would be a disaster, I’d still be broke.”
“Yeah, that’s a lot of pressure to put on your relationship.”
“We don’t have a relationship.”
Derek laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“Do you want the best of both worlds?”
“Excuse me?”
“I’m a master at this shit, Romy. You go along with Justin’s proposal and Mom’s plan. You hoard money and explore your options with Juliet.”
“I’m not going to sleep with two people.”
“You won’t be. You think Justin expects you to have sex with him after the way you embarrassed him last night? It’s an engagement, Romy. We’ve seen dozens of them in our circles growing up. You show up to all the parties wearing a pretty dress with the ring on your finger, smile and wave. Then you go to your separate beds at night.”
“That sounds miserable.”
“Yeah, well. Do you have another option right now?”
She briefly entertained the thought of telling him about her piece of property. “Did Mom say anything to you about Grandpa’s money?”
“No,” Derek replied. “What money? You mean the money in the family trust?”
“Mm,” Romy demurred. So if her mother had told Justin about the land, she hadn’t let on to Derek. “Let’s head back. I don’t want to get sunburned.”
“You ready to confront your man?”
“Shut up,” Romy said, her stomach turning over. But she also knew what she had to do.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Juliet woke up the Saturday morning after the party feeling hungover despite the fact that she’d consumed zero alcohol. She took her pills and a long, hot bath with her broken foot propped on the tub. She cooked up some oatmeal and sat down with it, opening her MacBook Air on her lap and checking her email, a habit that Carrie would have yelled at her for continuing. Carrie was forever trying to get her to not check her messages on weekends.
After getting fired the previous night via voicemail, she felt like she should check her email to see what other life-changing news she was going to get.
There were several spam emails, a few from her coworkers wondering if she could help them with things (that was a hard no from Juliet), and another two email forwards from Grams; her penchant for forwarding political conspiracy emails was probably the only thing about her that proved her age. As she hit refresh out of habit, one more email arrived from montague6789. She knew that was Romy’s burner account.
“I can’t risk my Mother or Justin finding my phone and checking my texts. I’m going through with the plan. I’ll email soon. XXX, RM”
Juliet felt her heartbeat quicken. The plan. The one they’d concocted the night before into the wee hours of the morning together on the phone.
She was doing it.
Juliet set down her untouched oatmeal and wrote back a simple reply. “I’m here when you need me.”
The doorbell rang followed by two knocks.
“Hang on, Jess!” she called back, picking up one of her crutches and hobbling to the door. Her foot was throbbing after all the activity from the previous night. She opened the door to find not Jess but her brother standing there with a paper bag that smelled like fried potatoes and garlicky guacamole.
“I brought you some food from the diner,” he said with a grin. “Can I come in?”
“Of course,” she said, shutting the door behind him. 
He looked at the bowl of congealing oatmeal on the coffee table. “Had a feeling you might have had a late night last night and were not adequately stocked with groceries in Carrie’s absence.” He glanced at her as she winced with every step she took. “Sit, please. I’ll get plates.”
“Thank you.” She fell into the couch cushions.
“Nice place here,” he said. “When is Carrie coming back?”
“I’m not sure,” Juliet replied. “But you know that already, don’t you? You two must be talking every single day.”
Sam pulled out a stack of plates and brought them to the coffee table. She realized he was wearing workout clothes and was sweating slightly; his cheeks were pink. He looked healthier than he had in a decade; it was odd to see touches of sun on his face. He pulled out a container of guacamole, freshly fried chips, a container full of fries covered in queso, and several tacos wrapped in warm, soft tortillas.
“This is quite the feast,” Juliet said suspiciously. “So, you were just out and wanted to drop in?”
Sam shrugged and took a handful of fries covered in liquid cheese. “I can’t come to see my sister?”
“You wanted to see if Carrie was back and I was hiding her.”
Sam laughed. “Not really. I was out for a run—”
“A run? When was the last time you did that?”
He shrugged and doused a taco in a container of salsa verde. “Dunno. Just felt like running.”
Juliet put down her plate and tugged Sam’s out of his hands. “Cut it out. Spill. What are you doing here?” Sam snatched at his plate. “No, no. No food until you talk. My house, my rules.”
Sam sighed. “Fine. I overheard Mom and Dad talking last night when I was coming downstairs for a snack. Apparently you slipped away to go to the bathroom but took about forty minutes and came back with your hair slipping out of your bun and your dress wrinkled?”
Juliet didn’t answer.
“It’s time for you to cut the shit, Jules. Everyone knows you were with Romy. Mom and Dad said as much last night.”
Juliet groaned. “Oh God.” 
“Indeed,” Sam said, snatching the plate back. “You have some explaining to do, I’d say.”
Juliet slapped her cast where her foot was throbbing. It was the only thing that helped with the pain. “This is a fucking mess.”
“So, what’s the deal? I had seven people message me on Facebook last night that Romy is engaged to some hot guy? I mean, I don’t know what he looks like. People said he was hot.”
“He is,” Juliet replied dully. “If you’re into that sort of thing. He looks like he walked out of a GQ photo shoot.”
Sam nodded slowly. “Sooo…Romy is engaged and then last night you two…”
“Is this really relevant or any of your business?”
“I brought you tacos.”
“You’re blackmailing me with tacos.”
Sam wiggled his eyebrows. “You took Carrie away from me. I think I can do whatever I want.”
There was a knock at the door. “Saved by the bell. It’s unlocked!” Juliet called out.
Jess stepped inside smelling like linseed oil and paint, her overalls encrusted with bright, thick splotches of color. “You should lock your door, you know.”
“This is Sterling. I’ll be fine.”
“Your funeral. Hey, Sam.”
“Hey, Jess. We’ve got tacos.”
She held up her paint-splattered hands. “They shut off the water upstairs for some reason. I desperately need to wash up.”
“Go for it; there’s a pumice stone in the bathroom if you need it.”
Sam grabbed his plate back and swiped Carrie’s laptop.
Juliet lunged, wincing as she did so. “Hey! Don’t get your greasy fingers on that.”
“You don’t get this back until you speak.” He munched pointedly on a steaming hot taco. “Mmm. Rudy’s working so they are extra good today.”
“Fine!” Juliet yelled. “Fine. Yes, we were together.”
“You and Romy, right?” Jess said from the hallway. She was drying her now-clean hands on a spare towel. “Mark saw you rushing to the limo last night in a state of…well I wouldn’t say undress but close enough.”
Juliet had temporarily forgotten Jess was in the apartment. “Oh God. Does the whole town know?”
Jess grabbed a Topo Chico from the fridge and collapsed onto the couch, leaning forward to swipe a taco from the bag. “Nah. Not yet, anyway. But you two are going to have to be more inconspicuous in the future. That would be my advice.”
“Yeah, well. The goal is to make sure we aren’t seen together at all,” Juliet replied. “We discussed it last night. She’s going to talk to Justin. They can have an arrangement of sorts. Keep the engagement. Then she goes right on seeing me.”
Jess raised her eyebrows. “And what is the endgame there, exactly?”
“What do you mean?” Juliet grabbed her laptop back from her brother while he was downing a particularly big bite of chips and guacamole.
“I mean…so y’all hang out. Date. And she marries Justin anyway? How is this solving any problems?”
“She’s not marrying Justin.”
“So…she’s marrying you?” Sam asked softly.
Juliet opened her mouth and closed it several times. “Listen. I don’t understand why there has to be an endgame, alright? Romy told me she just needs some time to save up money to get away from her family. That’s it. That’s all. We don’t need any more pressure from anyone.”
Sam and Jess passed each other significant looks.
“You really think you’re going to be able to pull this off, Jules? Lie all the time?”
“I did it in high school.”
“Yeah, that worked out really well,” Sam retorted sarcastically.
Jess took another bite of her taco and chewed thoughtfully. “You know you two are going to have to be seen ignoring each other in public, right? Like, vicious glares or something. You can’t just never be seen together. It’ll look strange.”
Juliet rubbed the bridge of her nose.
“Getting a headache?” Sam asked bemusedly. “Looks like you’re already handling this secret romance thing super well.”
“Shut up,” Juliet retorted. But she had a knot of dread in her stomach all the same.



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Romy tapped the toe of her high-top Converse against the wooden floor of the coffee shop in downtown Sterling. The barista, a guy she’d gone to high school with, had greeted her. She’d gotten there an hour early, her well-worn copy of The Good House sitting untouched on the table. Everyone who walked in had greeted her with a smile. She felt the velvet box sitting in her messenger bag and took a deep breath to steady herself. She had been hiding her left hand while she waited.
But it was time. She slipped it on her finger where the cold metal ring refused to warm up. It was heavy, not only because the stone was so large. She flexed her hand and tried to relax it as the door to the coffee shop opened. 
The hum of conversation around her turned to a frozen silence as Justin appeared in the doorway, looking like a catalog model in his blue polo and fitted jeans. Everyone in town who hadn’t been at the party wanted a look at her mystery man. Just the thought of their breathless anticipation made bile rise in her throat.
Justin’s eyes swept the café, landing on Romy. He plastered on a smile, his gaze sizzling, as he walked over to her.
Romy stood up, her heart pounding, as she kissed him on the cheek. His right hand gripped her forearm like a vise as he whispered in her ear with a smile. “I think it makes sense that we embrace a little more heartily than this if you’re going to pull off your little charade.”
Romy nearly gagged as she kissed him on the lips. They were as cold as the band on her finger. Conversation started up again in the coffee shop, and Romy took a seat as Justin ordered a complex, completely pretentious drink at the counter. He sat down again, his cologne arriving well before he did.
“Did you have to bathe in Issey Miyake before leaving the house today?” Romy hissed at him, wearing a smile for the benefit of the townspeople who thought they were getting away with surreptitiously gazing at the couple.
“You could have at least run a comb through your hair for once,” Justin spat back, reaching an open palm across the table towards her left hand. She allowed him to take it. “So, my love, I’m guessing you wanted a public appearance with me to soothe any worries your mother might have about this engagement?”
Romy forced a tinkling laugh to make it seem to the others that she was enjoying herself. “Also because you know I don’t trust you even a little bit. We won’t ever be alone.”
Justin grinned and tilted his head as the barista delivered his drink to the table with a clink. “Not even after the wedding?”
Romy lowered her voice and leaned forward. “I’m not marrying you.”
“Mm, okay,” Justin replied. “So, what’s the plan? We carry out this engagement for as long as possible until you have all the money you need from Mommy?”
Romy was acutely aware of all the eyes on her, and laughed again, tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Don’t pretend like you’re not in this for the money, too. I know it’s in your best interest to make certain that you get your practice up and running using my mother’s steady input of funds.”
Justin grinned and raised his voice. “You’re adorable.” A few people around them smiled. He leaned forward and whispered. “We both have needs here.”
“I’m not sleeping with you.”
“And why would I want that, when I’ll be spending so much time just outside Austin setting up my practice? I know I can find women who are far, far more capable in bed than you are.”
Romy’s nostrils flared before she took a deep, steadying breath and plastered on a smile. “I have heard that city women have smaller expectations. They won’t be disappointed.”
Justin squeezed her hand so hard her knuckles cracked. He sipped his coffee. “We keep this engagement going long enough for both of us to get what we want, then we get out.”
“Sounds like a plan,” Romy seethed at him.



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Juliet stared at her bed. It was piled high with pain meds, ugly cotton underwear, and bras so old there were underwires poking out. She sighed. It had been a long time since she’d had occasion to have anyone see her in her undies, much less packed on her own. Her phone buzzed.
“Juliet.”
“Hey!” Carrie said. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news.”
“Bad news first,” Juliet replied, half-heartedly stuffing a t-shirt and an old bikini into a duffle bag.
Carrie took a deep breath. Juliet could hear the bustle of New York City behind her, cars honking, people shouting, and vendors hawking their wares. “Well, the co-op board has changed the guidelines on who can purchase in the building. There’s an extra layer of vetting now on offers.”
Juliet groaned. “Great. So that means anyone interested in my apartment has to jump through a million more hoops.”
“It’ll definitely delay the sale,” Carrie replied.
“So what’s the good news?” Juliet asked.
“I’m on my way to the airport for the weekend to come see you.”
Juliet laughed, exhaling her stress. “Okay, that is good news. But I also have some bad of my own.”
“What’s that?”
“I won’t be here. I’m headed to Wimberley to stay at Jess and Mark’s cabin for the weekend. But I’m guessing you didn’t really mean that you were coming to see me.”
Carrie tripped over her words. “I-I-I mean…”
Juliet laughed. “Seriously, don’t worry about it. Y’all can use my apartment this weekend. Just change the sheets, please.”
“Will do, boss. You just taking some alone time?”
“Yeah,” Juliet replied. “And I’m having a hell of a time packing without you.”
“What’s the weather like down there right now?”
“Strangely chilly for Halloween weekend in South Texas, actually.” Juliet sighed and pulled out some sweaters. “I’m mostly just packing everything I own.”
“Can’t hurt. Have fun and don’t let the ghosts and goblins get you!”
“Safe travels, Carrie. Hopefully I’ll see you Sunday night, but if not: enjoy your time with my disgusting brother, Sam.” She hung up laughing when her front doorbell rang.
“Coming!”
It was Jess. “I needed a break!” She pushed her way into the apartment and opened the fridge, pulling out a sparkling lemonade. “Y’all have any questions about the cabin?”
“I don’t think so. Key under the cactus, right?”
Jess nodded and chugged half the lemonade. “You all packed?”
“Kind of,” Juliet replied. “I’m realizing how pathetic my lingerie collection has become.”
“Let me peek.” Jess wandered into the bedroom and looked at the mass of elastic and cotton on the bed. “Is there a lace shortage in New York?”
Juliet balled everything up and shoved it into her bag. “Very funny. Unfortunately, when I had money, lingerie was not a priority. Now that I don’t have money, I finally have a girlfriend.”
Jess raised her eyebrows. “Girlfriend. Right. A girlfriend who has to climb the fire escape to get into your window at three in the morning. A girlfriend who can’t actually be your girlfriend, because she’s engaged to someone else. Okay.”
“I don’t want to have this conversation again.”
Jess shook her head. “Alright.”
“How are you?”
“Sick of postponing my own wedding because of everyone else’s schedules, to be honest. It’s like every time we choose a date, either my mom can’t make it, or my dad is out of the country on business, or my siblings are busy…I’m sick of it.”
“Y’all should just elope and get it over with,” Juliet replied, zipping up her bag. 
“My family would kill me.”
“Yeah, well, they are the ones who aren’t making you a priority. It’s their problem. It shouldn’t be yours.”
Jess smiled. “I knew I kept you around for a reason.”
An hour later, Juliet hobbled on crutches to her car, an old beater that one of their neighbors had sold to her for a thousand dollars the month before. Thankfully, it was an automatic so she didn’t have to worry about using a clutch with her still-broken foot. The swelling still hadn’t gone down enough to operate.
She headed south and east towards Wimberley, the landscape swallowing her up, music blaring, and the clear blue late-October sky blazing above her. After weeks of being buried in legal paperwork for the city of Sterling, she was happy to be getting out of town.
The GPS beeped at her, and she took a turn down a dirt road. She grinned as she saw the familiar dark-grey Lexus waiting on the side of the road. Romy was sitting on the hood with her nose buried in a book; Mae was inside with the seat leaned back and her eyes closed.
“Sorry I’m late!” Juliet yelled through her rolled-down window, parking just ahead and unsteadily getting out of the car. Romy hopped down from the hood and rushed over, lifting her off the ground and spinning her around. Juliet squealed and kissed Romy as fully on the lips as she possibly could.
Mae honked. “Okay, lovebirds. Get your shit out of my car.” She checked her watch. “I’ll be back here on Sunday evening at six, okay?”
“Thanks, Mae,” Juliet said as Romy transferred the bags and a cooler she’d filled with ice and groceries.
“Yeah, yeah. You owe me, as usual.” She lowered her sunglasses as she put the car in drive. “Don’t get killed out here in the boonies.” She pulled away, her tires kicking up dust.
Romy walked around to get in the driver’s seat and Juliet settled into the passenger side. Their hands found each other’s. “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” Romy sighed as she drove down the dirt road further and then back onto the highway.
“Same,” Juliet replied. “I’ve been having to work with the Mitchell Corporation all month.”
“So I’ve heard from Derek,” Romy replied. “Hey, can you put the cabin address into the system?”
Juliet entered their destination. “You think Justin has any idea what’s happening this weekend?”
“No,” Romy replied. “As far as my mother and Justin know, I’m chaperoning a trip out to West Texas this weekend for Halloween.”
Juliet exhaled. “God, I’ve missed you.”
Romy grinned. “I get that from a lot of people. I’m a good person to be around.”
They held hands through the winding roads of the Hill Country. An hour later, they turned down a gravel road with houses set far back. Ghosts, zombies, and headstones dotted the massive lawns. The sun was starting to set as they finally turned down the long drive to Jess and Mark’s stone cabin.
Romy helped Juliet out of the car and grabbed all of the bags. The crisp air nipped at Juliet’s exposed arms. She shivered. “God, I used to be able to tolerate below-freezing weather. Here it is, sixty degrees and I’m being a baby.”
Romy laughed. “It’s amazing how the body adapts and changes.”
Juliet swung forward on her crutches until she found the cactus, carefully reaching towards the base and fishing out a metal key. She blew off the dirt and inserted it into the lock. The door swung open. She had expected the lights to be off; Jess had told her a few days before that the cabin hadn’t been opened up in months. A few windows were cracked open on the side of the house that faced the river to let in a gorgeous, crisp breeze. A fire roared in the stone fireplace—but that wasn’t the half of it.
“Holy—” Romy cut herself off. The living room was covered in white candles that were romantically lit. Hot pink rose petals blanketed the floor and trailed off down the hallway. Romy dropped the bags and Juliet followed her. The bedroom glowed from the candlelight. The rose petals were arranged in a heart on the bed.
“Did she tell you she was doing this?” Juliet asked.
Romy shook her head. “No. Wow.” She crossed the bedroom towards a flat, black box wrapped in hot pink ribbon. She checked a small, white tag attached to the package. “This is for you.”
Juliet furrowed her brow and took the package, balancing on her crutches. There was a card on top with Jules stamped across it by typewriter keys. She opened it. Enjoy. She grinned and pulled the thick, glossy satin ribbon. It wilted to the floor as she opened the black lid. Inside were two outfits: a black babydoll nightie and a dusty rose bra and underwear set. 
“What is it?” Romy asked, peering over her shoulder.
“It must be from Jess. But…wow. They’re in my size and everything.” She double-checked the tags. “La Perla? Good God. These must have cost a fortune.”
“Yeah, well, Jess and Mark have quite a bit of cash, don’t they?” Romy replied, wrapping her arms around Juliet’s waist. She kissed the side of her neck and goosebumps trailed down Juliet’s neck and arms.
“Yeah, but they’re saving for a wedding.” 
Romy kissed her again. “What I’m interested in is not Jess and Mark’s bank accounts but in getting you into and then out of one of those outfits.”
Juliet giggled and put the box on the bed. “Maybe I’ll try them on later. I don’t think I can wait any longer.” She grabbed the back of Romy’s head and pulled it towards her own mouth, their lips meeting and twisting together. The two of them fumbled with buttons and pullovers as they tripped onto the bed, Juliet landing on top of Romy.
“Turn around,” Romy breathed into the soft flesh of Juliet’s neck. They were both naked except for their underwear. They spun around until their mouths were against the most private, warm parts of their bodies. They delicately nudged aside cotton fabric to reveal the tender mounds that they kissed and licked until they collapsed in ecstasy together.



CHAPTER THIRTY
Romy rolled over, panting. “Oh. My. God.” She was sweating. She stood up, pulling on the shirt Juliet had practically ripped off her body and slid on her boy short undies. She flung open the already-cracked windows to let in the increasingly crisp night air. It was pitch black in the backyard of the house; she knew that somewhere through the clusters of giant oak trees lay the winding, green Blanco River. She could see her own reflection along with the hundred candle flames behind her.
“That’s creepy,” Juliet said from the bed, taking a sweater from her bag and pulling it over her naked torso.
“What’s creepy?”
“We just fucked with the blinds open. Anybody could be back there.”
Romy laughed and rolled her eyes. “Nobody is back there. We’re in the middle of nowhere. I’d fuck all the time in my yurt with the blinds open in Montana.” She stopped at the look on Juliet’s face; she’d brought up Justin without even meaning to. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay,” Juliet replied, grabbing a crutch. “I’m starving.”
“Just pull the cooler in here,” Romy replied. “Then we can eat out of it.” Romy stepped inside the dark bathroom and peed, staring out the window into the darkness. She hadn’t turned on the light in here; the only light was from the half moon. The wind blew through the trees. Reaching for the toilet paper, her hand hit the bare plastic bar. She shifted her weight and began opening drawers to find a fresh roll. Her hand floundered in the drawers until it hit something plastic and familiar next to a soft roll. She grabbed the roll first and cleaned up, flushing the toilet and washing her hands.
“You okay?” Juliet called from the bed. “I can’t believe you brought all these pizza Lunchables just like we used to eat in high school.”
Romy could hear the telltale sound of the plastic wrapper being peeled back off the divided container. “Be right there,” she said, her voice a bit higher than normal. She reached back into the drawer and pulled out a pregnancy test with a bright purple handle that was clearly visible even in the low light. Her stomach turned over as she tilted it towards the window, the half moon glow showing a single vertical line. 
It was negative. There was a lump in her throat, her heart racing.
“Romy?” Juliet pushed open the bathroom door using her crutch. “What—oh. Oh.”
“I found it in the drawer,” Romy explained quickly. She suddenly felt like the stick was engulfed in flames and dropped it back in the drawer, slamming it shut. “Obviously it’s Jessica’s.”
Juliet shook her head. “Jess had a hysterectomy at twenty. Fibroids. I doubt she’s been peeing on a stick.”
“Mm,” Romy said.
“What’s wrong?”
Romy shook her head, turning towards the window. She jumped and grabbed Juliet’s arm. “Did you see that?”
Juliet gazed out the window. “The candlelight reflection from the bedroom? Yeah.”
“No, it was…” Romy trailed off.
“Well I was going to suggest we watch a horror movie on Netflix, but considering how jumpy you suddenly are, I think I’ll put on Finding Dory.” There was bemusement in her voice. “Romy, seriously, you’re scaring me.”
“I’m shutting the windows,” Romy announced. 
“Thank God, it’s freezing in here. I swear, you’re a human furnace who can stand any kind of temperature below fifty.”
Romy wandered through the house, blowing out the candles, pulling shut the blinds, and shutting windows. She triple-checked that the front and back doors were locked tight before returning to the bedroom. 
“Feel better?” Juliet asked, her hands covered in pizza sauce as she opened an ice-cold Coke.
“I don’t know,” Romy said, snuggling into bed, a serious look on her face.
“Speak, woman,” Juliet replied. “Or I won’t prepare a delicious miniature cold pizza for you to eat.” She took a giant bite of her snack. “Also, no more sex.”
“I’m just making shit up. It’s nothing.”
“No sex until you talk,” Juliet replied.
“The pregnancy test is the exact same brand of one I took in Montana right before I left Justin.”
Juliet furrowed her brow. “And?”
“It’s just a really specific brand. It’s like, organic and shit. I don’t know.”
Juliet squinted at her. “Are you suggesting that’s the same pregnancy test that you took in Montana six months ago? And somehow it’s ended up in my best friend’s cabin on a river in South Texas?”
“It’s crazy, I know. I know I’m being ridiculous.”
“We’re so close to Austin, the capital of ‘organic and shit’. There’s probably a store nearby that carries that brand, Romy.” Juliet laughed but stopped at the look on Romy’s face. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”
Romy sighed and put an arm over her eyes, laying on her back. “I just have Justin on the brain. I’m sorry, I know we agreed to not talk about him when we’re together.”
“Yeah, but we also agreed to be honest with one another,” Juliet replied.
“It’s just been hard. My mom has forced us to family dinners when he’s in town; he’s been spending most of his time near the city, thank fuck.”
There was total silence for several minutes.
“Why did you break up with him in Montana?” Juliet asked quietly. At the look on Romy’s face she held her hands up. “Look, I’ve avoided this question long enough. I’d tell you about any one of my girlfriends gladly, but none of them are currently engaged to you, are they? So they aren’t relevant.”
“He cheated on me. Probably with twenty women, maybe more. Then I thought that I might be pregnant. He found the test and didn’t take it well.”
“He was upset it was negative? But he was cheating on you.”
Romy exhaled and sat up. “Can I have pizza? I need some sustenance before I continue.”
Juliet prepped her pizzas one at a time, Romy sipping some peach-flavored Coke out of a glass bottle before continuing her story. “You have to understand Justin. He wanted everything at once and gave nothing to me. He wanted his side fucks, his medical practice, his gorgeous house in the mountains, a dutiful girlfriend at home…” Romy winced. “A baby would have completed that picture and also tied me to him. That’s what he wanted. Complete and utter control over me.”
There was silence for several moments; only the sound of the flickering candles filled the room. 
Juliet rubbed Romy’s arm gently. “Did he hit you?”
Romy shut her eyes softly. “He put his fist through a wall instead of my head on the day I hopped a plane back to Sterling.”
“Romy,” Juliet whispered. Tears fell down Romy’s cheeks and Juliet kissed them away. “It’s okay. You’re safe now.”
She fell asleep first, Juliet’s arm wrapped around her. But Romy couldn’t slip the image she could have sworn she saw in the window. The flash of a man’s face in the woods, aglow from the screen of his phone.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Juliet stood in the window of the Sterling library, early November sun streaming onto her face. She’d been in the legal section all day looking up archaic Texas state legal statutes and felt grimy from the dust she’d kicked up. Thankfully, the old librarian remembered her well from her childhood and had let her occupy a spare office where she was allowed to snack and drink copious amounts of Mountain Dew to keep her awake.
“Knock knock!” announced the librarian from the doorway. She pushed her pop-bottle glasses up her nose and smiled. “Seems your ride is here.”
Juliet looked at her, completely confused. “My ride?”
“Nice young man, looking quite handsome today,” she replied. She sniffed in disdain. “Although, I do seem to remember a time when he and his friends decided to cover the library building in toilet paper one Halloween not too long ago.”
Juliet cocked her head. “Ms. Amanda, you must have the wrong—”
“Jules. Let’s hit it.” Mark Darling stood in the doorway in a fitted black t-shirt, Aviator sunglasses on his face. “I double parked and left the car running, so if you could get your things quickly, that’d be great.” He was chewing gum, but at the stern look on Ms. Amanda’s face, he swallowed it.
“I’m sorry, what’s going on?” Juliet asked, pulling out her iPhone and flipping through her calendar. “Am I missing something?”
Mark rolled his eyes and gave the librarian a significant look. “Boy, she sure knows how to hurt a guy’s feelings. Would you believe that we had a lunch date and she’s already forgotten?”
Ms. Amanda looked at him shrewdly. “Hm, indeed. Juliet, if you want to just leave all these books here for tomorrow, that would be fine.”
“She won’t be in tomorrow,” Mark said quickly. “I’m taking her to Austin for a pre-surgical appointment.”
Juliet knew that the librarian had spent the last sixty years being lied to by young people and that Mark wasn’t getting away with this one on his own. She grabbed her messenger bag and her sweater and put her arm through Mark’s. “He’s an old friend, Ms. Amanda. I’ll see you day after tomorrow.”
They hurried out of the library into the brilliant sunshine. The air was light and crisp, and the leaves on the trees were bright orange.
“You going to explain what the hell is going on?” Juliet asked as Mark opened the car door for her.
He grinned. “Go with it. Oh, and give me your phone.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I’m not.”
Juliet weighed her options before handing him her iPhone. “I want you to know that the only reason I’m going along with any of this is because I love Jess and I trust her in ways that I will never, ever trust you.”
“Fair enough,” Mark said, shutting the door behind her. He waved to a group of people passing by and got into the car. He drove it out of town and onto the highway.
“Okay, seriously, not even a hint for me?” Juliet asked.
“All in due time. How about you tell me how you and Romy enjoyed our place on the river?” 
“It was amazing,” Juliet said. “Especially with the surprise y’all had ready for us.”
Mark glanced at her before he switched lanes to pass a slow-moving tractor. “Surprise?”
“The candles? The…gift?” She didn’t relish talking to Mark about her new, sexy underwear. Clearly that had been Jess’ doing.
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve been so busy with work I haven’t even seen Jess in person in over a week. Do you mind?” He motioned to the radio.
“As long as it’s not someone playing a saxophone, I’m fine with it.”
He laughed and turned on Beyoncé. 
“You just missed the exit for Austin,” Juliet pointed out.
“We aren’t going to Austin.”
“I knew it. You’re really taking me out to the middle of nowhere and leaving me for dead, aren’t you?”
“Hey, it had to happen sometime, right? You’ve been annoying me since high school.”
Juliet looked out the window as they rode out of the Hill Country south. “And why is it that I annoyed you?”
“Dunno. I guess…well, I guess I was really a dick, wasn’t I? It wasn’t your fault at all.”
“You mean that?”
“I do,” Mark replied. “I also thought you and Jess were awfully cute, but I didn’t know how to express that.”
“Toxic masculinity rears its ugly head again,” Juliet replied.
“Hey, at least I’m not Justin.”
Juliet whipped her head to the left. “What?”
Mark bit his lip and pushed his shades up his nose, shaking his head. “Forget it.”
“What? Tell me.”
“I’ve just heard things. Guy has a temper. And…well. Last week me and some of my buddies in Austin went out to a strip club to unwind after work.” He glanced nervously at Juliet. “Me and Jess go all the time together; she knew where I was going.”
“No judgment from me, as long as you were generous with the singles. Those women work their asses off.”
“Justin was there. Had a few of the women around him; he was pretty drunk. I mean, yeah. He was making out with some woman in a business suit. But I’m guessing that doesn’t matter since you…you know.”
“Since I’m the dirty mistress, too?”
Mark laughed. “Hey, whatever arrangement the three of you have…anyway. Justin got a little too hands-on with one of the women who works there and the bouncer came over. Justin tried to pay him off but it didn’t work. The women left him alone after that; it was just him and his girlfriend or whatever. He started breaking glasses on the floor and slammed his fist into the wall. The bouncer had to practically drag him out.”
Juliet drummed her fingers on the arm rest. “I wish I could say that surprised me.”
“Jules—can I call you that now?”
“Now that you’ve apologized, yeah. I guess you can.”
“Just be careful around him, okay? I don’t trust him.”
Juliet sighed. “Get in line.”
They finished the drive in relative silence, pulling into San Antonio at rush hour. Traffic inched down 281, bumper-to-bumper as they got closer to downtown.
“Are you taking me to Mi Tierra?” Juliet asked drily. “Because I’ll admit that their tortilla soup is better than anything you can get in Austin, but seriously? This is quite the drive for just that.”
Mark yawned. “We’re almost there. All your questions will be answered.” Ten minutes later, Mark was handing his keys to the valet in front of a cozy little boutique hotel on the river.
“I feel like I’m drastically underdressed for this place,” Juliet said. “Not to mention the fact that I feel filthy.”
Mark motioned to the trunk where the bellman pulled out two garment bags and two suitcases. 
Juliet recognized her own. “What in the—”
“You made it!” Jess screeched as she ran out of the lobby, arms wide open and a huge smile on her face, her body wrapped in a fluffy robe. Her hair was twisted into a gorgeous silk head wrap and she wore a perfect application of makeup. She swept Juliet into a bear hug before kissing Mark deeply. “You actually got her to come along?”
“It was hell, but hey. We’re here.” He grinned at Juliet, who smiled back.
“Either one of y’all going to tell me what’s going on?” Juliet asked as the bellman took her bag inside.
Jess reached a hand into a pocket of her robe and pulled out a brass skeleton key. “Room 211. Second floor. Elevators are through there. See you in forty-five minutes.”
Juliet gaped at both of them as they walked hand in hand into the hotel and down a hallway together.
The second floor was quiet and lacked the usual chlorine-and-bleach smell of other hotels, instead smelling like sandalwood and lilacs. She heard music thudding behind one of the doors and realized it was room 211.
She slipped the key into the lock and the door opened.



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
“There you are! Oh, God. We have just about zero time…usually I don’t give a fuck about fancy shit like this, but it’s Jess for fuck’s sake and—” Romy stopped talking, put down her mascara wand, and stared at Juliet. “What?”
Juliet rushed over and kissed her passionately. “Stop talking right now.”
“Mark told you what was happening, right?”
“Not exactly,” Juliet replied, kissing the side of Romy’s neck. “But I don’t care. I haven’t seen you all week.”
“It’s Tuesday and we spent all weekend together,” Romy replied, giggling.
“But you’re wearing a robe and it just screams easy access,” Juliet whispered.
“Jules!” Romy said, pushing her away. “It’s not that I don’t want to—I do. I really, really do. But Jess and Mark—”
“Dinner can wait.”
“It isn’t dinner. They’re getting married in—” Romy checked her phone screen. “Thirty-four minutes. And I love you, but you look like hell from the drive.”
There was a knock at the door. Romy answered it, and the bellman delivered Juliet’s suitcase. “What? Come on. Go shower really quickly. I stole a bunch of makeup from Mae and I think I can manage to put some highlighter and mascara on you without too much damage.” She stopped. Juliet was gaping at her. “It’s my makeup, isn’t it? I look like a clown, don’t I?”
“You said you love me.”
Romy opened and closed her mouth several times. “Well, I do.”
Juliet took two steps forward and placed both her hands on either side of Romy’s face. She kissed her lips slowly and then pulled back. “I’ll be quick.” She disappeared into the bathroom, leaving Romy with her racing heart.
“How in fuck did Jess nail your measurements like this?” Romy asked as she held Juliet’s hand in the elevator. Juliet was radiant in a shimmery gold dress that skimmed her cleavage and fell to her ankles. 
“Forget that. You are the queen here tonight.” 
“Yeah, but she called Mae to get my measurements. Told her it was for a sculptural project.” Romy blushed as she smoothed out the deep berry gown Jess had picked out for her. It hugged all her curves but didn’t make her feel self-conscious. 
“I’d kiss you again but lip gloss,” Juliet replied, squeezing her hand. They stepped into the lobby where Mark stood holding two bouquets of white chrysanthemums the size of dinner plates. He was beaming in a fitted tux. “Y’all made it down in time. These are for you—Jess has her own. She’s coming out in a minute. We got dressed with our backs to each other. You ready to go out?”
They walked out onto a small balcony covered in thousands of white twinkle lights. The San Antonio river trickled past; tourists and locals walked on the worn flagstone sidewalks. Mariachi music played in the distance, and the smell of caramelized onions filled the air. 
A woman stood on the balcony wearing a wide smile and holding a pamphlet. Mark hugged her. “This is our Unitarian minister. She’s known us for years.”
“It’s my pleasure coming down here for you two. And I’ve heard so much about you, Juliet and Romy. I wish you two every happiness in your own lives.”
“Thanks,” Romy said, feeling suddenly uncomfortable by this display of affection from a total stranger.
“Should we stand on any particular side?” Juliet asked.
“You’re really mostly just here to be witnesses,” Mark replied. “Oh…” His gaze was redirected over Romy’s shoulder, his eyes filling with tears.
Romy turned around and saw Jessica, who looked like a goddess in a white gossamer dress, walking towards them holding bronze-colored chrysanthemums. She grinned at all of them.
“I’m sorry we couldn’t give y’all more warning or details, but it was imperative that no one either than me and Mark knew about this. Given how large both of our families are and how small Sterling is, I’m sure you understand,” Jess said half an hour later as they sat down to dinner at a colorful Mexican restaurant on the river. There were very few people there, since it was a Tuesday night in November. The staff had dragged a trinity of silver heaters over to their table so they were ensconced in a pocket of pleasing warm air. 
The drinks flowed for everyone but Juliet, who was still avoiding alcohol due to her painkiller consumption. Romy rested her head on Juliet’s shoulder, licking salty chip residue off her lips. 
“I mean, being kidnapped by Mark Darling wasn’t exactly something I thought was going to happen ever, but I’m glad I went along with it.”
Mark laughed. “It was probably your worst nightmare a decade ago.”
Juliet nodded and ate the last few bites of the rice and beans on her plate before pushing it away with a happy sigh. “Funny how things work out.”
“I guess I’m supposed to say a few words, I think,” Romy said, gently tapping the side of her glass and standing up. She took a deep breath. “I know this is weird, since Mark and I dated that one time in high school,” Romy said with a smile.
“Wait, what?” Juliet exclaimed, laughing.
“You didn’t know that?” Jess asked. “Pretty sure they went to homecoming together at least once.”
Mark put his arm around Jess. “No offense, Romy, but I think things have worked out for the best.”
Romy rested her hand on Juliet’s shoulder. “I have to agree.” She smiled at Juliet. There was a sad, faraway look in Juliet’s eyes that Romy thought she might be imagining in the dim light. She cleared her throat and turned back to Jess and Mark. “I’m looking at the pure, unbridled happiness between you two and wishing nothing more than to have that one day. We’re going to make it happen. May you two live long and happily together.”
“I’ll drink to that!” Mark replied. He leaned over to Jess and whispered something in her ear; Jess blushed. “We’re going to head to our room.”
“Don’t let us stop you!” Romy replied. The newlyweds nearly toppled over several chairs in their rush to leave. Romy sighed pleasantly and put her feet up on their abandoned chairs. “How are things with you?”
“Fine,” Juliet replied shortly. “You know, just busy with work. You?”
Romy decided the best way to draw Juliet out of whatever anger she was experiencing was through ignoring it. “You know, same old. School is good, the kids are really into everything I’m teaching.” She crunched on a corner of a cold sopapilla. “Other than the family dinners three times a week where I have to perform adequately for my mom, I mean. God, yesterday, she and Justin were grilling me about what unit I was teaching in school—”
“I’m tired,” Juliet said abruptly, standing up. “I’m going to go shower and hit the sack early.”
“Is something wrong?”
Juliet laughed darkly. “No, nothing is wrong. I love hearing about how my girlfriend is eating dinner with her fiancé. I am so pleased about how our friends have to drive us hours away just so we can hang out in public. I also love the fact that you’re engaged with absolutely no exit plan. It’s great for me.”
“Jules, sit down, please. Let’s talk about this.”
“I said I was tired, Romy.”
Juliet walked inside, leaving Romy alone.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Juliet yawned. She could barely keep her eyes open in the Mayor’s office. It didn’t help that his ancient receptionist required the building to be at eighty degrees at all times. She was sweating through her seersucker dress, which should have been completely inappropriate in the mid-November weather. She’d learned a few weeks ago to bring a pullover to wear on the walk home.
“Late night last night?” said a voice from the door of her makeshift office, which until two months ago had been a small closet. It still smelled like the bottles of bleach that had been recently stored there.
“Derek,” Juliet said with a grin. They’d been working closely with one another on the park project.
He stepped inside and shut the door, slipping into the extra folding chair wedged against the wall. “I saw Romy come home at about five this morning.”
Juliet grimaced. “God, did she wake you up? Did the entire house see her?”
“Doubt it,” Derek replied. “Mom and Dad are out of town, Janelle is at a wedding dress fitting in Chicago, and Justin…“ he trailed off. “I wasn’t inside at any rate, if that makes you feel better.” He blushed slightly.
Juliet nodded knowingly. “How is Nick?”
“Oh…no. I was alone.”
Juliet thought it best to leave the topic there. “So, what are we negotiating today?”
Derek pulled an envelope from his briefcase and handed it to her. “It’s…off the record. I found something interesting.”
Juliet frowned and scanned the papers, her heart racing. She tried to remain composed. “What is it I’m looking at?”
Derek reached into his pocket for his shiny iPhone X. He shut it off. “Juliet. I can’t seem to reach the guy who inspected the condo property on a hot tip almost a decade ago.”
Juliet shook her head, feeling like her heart was beating so loudly that Derek could hear it. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“He found a bird’s nest in the big oak that was supposed to be torn down for the condos. A rare bird; a species that has about a dozen left in all of South Texas.”
“I know that. Everyone knows that. It’s why the construction was stopped.”
Derek stared at her. “Cut the shit, Jules.”
“I don’t—”
“The guy, name of Tom Wilkinson, who inspected the property quit a week after he filed the report. Around the exact same time about one hundred grand disappeared from Mitchell Corporation’s books. His former colleagues say he bought some property in the desert out in west Texas and lives in a one-room cabin there raising a small herd of cattle and growing his own food.”
“Sounds miserable.”
“It was Tom Wilkinson’s wildest dream, as it turns out,” Derek replied.
“And you think the two are connected? One hundred grand is basically a rounding error for MitchCorp, isn’t it?” Juliet asked evenly.
“How did you two do it?” Derek asked.
“Excuse me?”
“You and Romy. I know it was you. Romy knew every fucking password my dad had back then; it was her special hobby to know.”
Juliet narrowed her eyes. “You should probably leave.”
Derek leaned forward in the tiny space, which was even more unbearably hot now that both of their body warmth was contributing to the temperature. He rested the tips of his fingers together in a tent shape. “I hate my father, Juliet. I don’t think you know that. I know you know I hate my mother. But my father? He might be silent in all of this—” he gestured wildly in the air “personal shit my mom meddles in. But he’s always been complicit. I want you to know, I am on your side here. If I bury this, the park goes forward and MitchCorp pays for everything.”
“Then why don’t you?”
Derek looked at her incisively. Juliet had never seen him that serious before. “I will protect my sister until the day I die. But I want you to tell me why I should protect you. I know my sister loves you. But it isn’t enough. I need to know you’re not going to break her heart into a million little pieces. I need you to tell me that you love her.”
Juliet froze, her heart thudding. “I…I…”
Derek bit his lip and shut his briefcase, standing up and rebuttoning his suit jacket. “You let me know, Jules. Whenever you figure it out.”
Tears stung at her eyes as he left.
She only let one fall as she remembered.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
SENIOR YEAR
EIGHT YEARS AGO
Juliet stared at the stack of acceptance letters on her desk. Late-May sunlight streamed in through her window.
“Jules, you’re not even dressed. I put your robe and mortarboard in the car,” her mom said from the doorway. “You’ve got fifteen minutes.”
“Be right there,” Juliet replied.
Her mom walked into the room Juliet shared with her brother. “Some of those deadlines are coming up awfully quick, Jules.”
“I know,” Juliet replied. 
Her mom picked up a brochure covered in burnt orange and white. “You’ve wanted to go to the University of Texas at Austin your entire childhood. We’d love to keep you close.”
“I know,” Juliet replied. “But NYU wants me. I don’t know.” Her head was buzzing. It was filled with Romy: Romy’s laugh, Romy’s smile, the smell of her lemon and vanilla shampoo. Romy, who had been a shoo-in for UT since she was born. She was a legacy, meaning her family had been attending for generations, giving Romy automatic admission to the prestigious university.
Mrs. Hudson stroked her hair. “You want me to throw it into a French braid for you really quick?”
Juliet brushed her mom’s hand away. “I’m fine, Mom. Stop needling me.”
Mrs. Hudson sighed. “Your brother is already at the high school setting up the chairs. Your dad should be back any minute with the car; Grams is almost finished baking brownies for half the town.”
“They aren’t the weed brownies she accidentally served at Dad’s birthday last year are they?”
Her mom chuckled. “Thankfully, no. No one wants to see the Mayor high ever again.”
“I’ll be quick. Shut the door. Please.”
It seemed an impossibly short time later that Juliet was suddenly sitting amongst her peers in alphabetical order, everyone around her buzzing with excitement and chatting with one another. She’d thrown a wave at Jess, who had returned it and slid open her robes a bit to show that she’d smuggled in a paperback. Juliet had laughed and turned back around to face the stage. Mark Darling was three rows up entertaining a large crowd of admirers and hangers-on. Juliet rolled her eyes. She knew he was going to Texas A&M and she couldn’t be happier to be away from him no matter where she chose to go.
Juliet glanced behind her again to see if she could spot Romy. It wasn’t until the last possible second she came rushing in, hair loose and streaming behind her. A few people laughed and she flipped them off along with a flash of her dazzling smile.
Juliet felt a fizzy feeling in her stomach as her cheeks burned.
As Dr. Bell began her droning speech about responsibility and not disappointing those you loved, Juliet felt a tap on her shoulder. She glanced behind her, fully expecting someone to throw a drink in her face or pelt her with crumpled up paper. Instead, it was a member of the football team holding an expertly folded triangle of paper.
“For you,” he whispered. 
Juliet gave him a confused look.
He jerked his head behind him towards Romy, who winked at her.
Juliet took the piece of paper as discreetly as she could. Written in a loopy cursive that was distinctly Romy’s were the words “If you’re not Juliet, open this and you die.” Juliet bit back a laugh as she unfolded the paper. Party at my house. You better be there. Our spot. -RM
Butterflies flapped in her stomach as she read and re-read the note. The ceremony rushed by; Juliet would later only remember it in flashes of her crossing the stage and her family yelling her name, of nearly tripping as she walked down the steps back to her seat, and of the feeling of Romy’s eyes on the back of her head.
Then, it was all over, and she was being pushed into the arms of her family. She saw Romy’s long hair disappear out of the auditorium and felt a tug of loss as she went.
“We’re so proud of you, honey,” her mom said, giving her a big hug.
“We really are,” her dad added. He took a step towards her, his gait slightly awkward. He had begun losing feeling in his right foot a month before, yet another symptom of his progressing multiple sclerosis. Juliet swallowed tears as she looked at him.
“I’ve got snacks, you look hungry,” Grams said, shoving a box of brownies into her arms. Juliet knew she was playing tough, but there were tear streaks down her grandmother’s wrinkled face she couldn’t hide.
“I guess you did alright,” Sam said dully. He had dark circles under his eyes, and Juliet knew he had stayed up all night playing video games again without sleeping. 
“Would y’all stop?” Juliet replied, but without conviction. “It’s not that big of a deal to graduate from high school anymore. Let’s see if I make it through college.”
“You’ll make it through college and law school if we have anything to do with it,” her dad said, smiling widely.
“Jules!” Jess came rushing over and gave her a big hug. She held on tightly and whispered, “My parents are forcing me to go to Romy’s party. You better not bail. Just lie and say we’re going out for boba tea in Ridgeview.”
Juliet swallowed hard and said loudly, “I’m proud of you, too, Jess!” She cleared her throat. “As much as I love y’all, Jess and I would love to go grab some boba.”
“Take your brother,” Mrs. Hudson said automatically. “He needs to get out of the house more.”
“He’ll be bored,” Juliet replied a little too quickly.
Sam narrowed his eyes shrewdly and suddenly Juliet was painfully aware that her quiet, homebody brother might know more about her late-night sneaking out than he had let on. “I won’t. That boba shop has a ton of comic books. I won’t bother you. I swear.”
Juliet gave him a hard look, and for the first time in a long time, Sam smiled at her. “Fine. We’ll be out late, though. It’s a bit of a drive into Ridgeview.”
Mrs. Hudson kissed her on top of her head. “As long as you’re back before the celebratory family dinner tomorrow night.”
“Erm, let’s make it before midnight, shall we?” Mr. Hudson said, hugging her. “I’ll go get the car.”
“I’ll come with you.” Mrs. Hudson followed him.
Grams smiled at Juliet. She unhooked her giant tote bag filled with plastic containers of brownies and handed it to Sam. “Carry this to the party for your sister. I baked enough for the entire senior class. And no, they don’t have weed in them.”
“How did you know about—”
Grams raised her eyebrow. “I know about everything in this town, sweetheart.” She pulled Juliet close. “Say hi to Romy for me.”
The Mitchell mansion was blazing with sound and light detectable even from a quarter mile down the driveway.
“My parents would kill me if I had a party like this,” Jess said, parking her ancient but pristine Volvo under a large oak tree.
“The Mitchells are out of town,” Sam replied. “What?” Juliet and Jess had looked at him sharply upon his proclamation. “I know things.”
“What kind of parents don’t stay in town to see their youngest daughter graduate?” Jess asked. She paused. “I know, I know. It’s the Mitchells, so that’s a rhetorical question. Y’all ready to go into the lion’s den?”
The three of them walked up to the front door of the mansion, which was propped open. The house, which Juliet had only ever seen from a distance, was more gorgeous inside than she could have ever imagined. Before she could get a good look, Mark Darling appeared in front of them with a glass bottle of Coke in his hand.
“Hey, Jess,” he said, grinning.
“Move,” she replied, pushing him out of the way.
“What was that about?” Juliet asked her as they walked into the living room where everyone was either eating chips or dancing. 
“I don’t know. He keeps bothering me,” Jess replied with an eye roll that Juliet was surprised to see wasn’t entirely convincing. “God, this house is huge. There must be a quiet corner somewhere that we can go like, read or something? Where is Sam?”
Juliet looked around but couldn’t find him. “He can take care of himself.” She tried to glance around surreptitiously as the music pounded through her body. She didn’t see Romy anywhere.
“Who are you looking—” Jess stopped. “Oh. Of course.” She gave her a reluctant smile. “Go. Find her. I’ll be fine, I promise. I already stole a few brownies and I still have my book.”
“I’ll be so quick,” Juliet replied. She flashed her Sidekick at Jess. “Text me, okay? If you need something.”
“I will.”
Juliet kissed her best friend on the cheek and stepped through the crowded space towards a door that apparently led to a back garden. Someone was turning up the volume even louder, Dave Matthews Band blasting her ears. “Move!” she barked at a knot of cheerleaders. 
“Someone’s grumpy,” said one of them loud enough for Juliet to hear.
“Of course she is. Her girlfriend isn’t here. Fucking dyke.”
Juliet froze on the spot, blood pounding in her ears. Before she even knew what she was doing, she turned around and snapped. “Excuse me?”
The blonde girl was so shocked she dropped her Smirnoff Ice onto the tiled floor. It exploded everywhere, coconut lime flavoring drenching Juliet’s sandals. “So, she speaks.”
“Did you just call me a dyke?” Juliet replied slowly and at a volume high enough for several people around them to stop dancing and turn to watch. 
“If the Doc Martens fit,” she spit back.
Juliet felt her fist rise into the air but someone grabbed it, wrapping their strong fingers around her wrist mid-motion. 
It was Sam. “She’s not worth it,” he muttered in her ear. He turned towards the girls. “Just because you can’t manage to get a date in this school from anyone, girl, boy, or otherwise, doesn’t mean you need to take it out on my sister, Tania.”
Tania blushed a furious red. “Nice of you to pick on a girl.”
“Yeah, it’s not about your appearance. It’s about you having the personality of an old mop. And before you try to think too hard on a comeback, just remember that my sister is going places you never will.”
Juliet bit back a laugh as the girls disappeared deeper into the party. “Thanks.”
Sam nodded. “Go. I’ll watch over Jess.”
She kissed him on the cheek and ran out into the humid night air.
She’d traveled to the riverside spot on the Mitchell property so many times in the dark she was certain that she wouldn’t be able to find it if it were sunny. When she arrived at the spot under the oak tree, she almost didn’t recognize it. The fairy lights were turned on, dazzlingly bright.
“I thought you might have been ignoring me,” Romy’s voice called out in the dark. 
“You turned the lights on,” Juliet said, still in awe.
“Well, for once, we don’t have to meet in the dark,” Romy replied. She had changed into a denim miniskirt and an over large t-shirt, her long hair in a low ponytail. The lights danced off the shimmer on her eyelids. “Since you know, no adults are here.”
“Sorry about your parents not being here,” Juliet replied softly. “That must hurt.”
“I’m used to it,” Romy replied about as convincingly as Jess rolling her eyes at Mark. “Don’t worry about it. Clearly Paris at this time of year is a lot more important than their youngest kid graduating from high school.” Romy sat down on a rickety wooden swing for two. She patted the splintering wood. “You’re shy tonight.”
“Lot of stimulation for me,” Juliet replied, her heart beating a little faster as their thighs touched. Romy pushed off the ground and moved the swing forward several feet.
“You smell like…alcohol? Since when do you drink?”
“Oh, no,” Juliet said, pointing at her sandals. “Tania Howard spilled Smirnoff on my shoes. I mean, more like she dropped her bottle and it exploded all over my feet.”
“What an asshole.”
“Yeah, well. She was a little shocked that I managed to snap back at her.” Juliet shut her eyes and exhaled slowly. The air was a little cooler by the riverside. Cicadas buzzed in the trees overhead in a cacophonous symphony.
“What happened?”
Juliet waved her hand. “It’s nothing.”
“Do I need to kick someone’s ass?”
“She…she called me a dyke. Said that you were my girlfriend.”
Romy dug her shoes into the dusty ground and the swing screeched to a halt. She stood up quickly and walked to the riverbank.
“Romy? Forget her. She’s ridiculous. Romy?” Juliet stood up and put her hand tentatively on Romy’s shoulder.
Romy shrugged it off. “Stop. Let’s just drop this.”
Juliet was suddenly angry. “Drop this? Drop what? We’re friends, aren’t we?”
Romy spun around to face her. “Are we friends? Is that all you really want, Juliet?”
Juliet gaped at her, trying to think of what to say. “I—I—Romy. Please.”
“Say it, Juliet,” Romy said, her eyes tearing up. “Just fucking say it for once in your life.”
Juliet closed her eyes, feeling as if the earth were vibrating under her feet, egging her on. She had to know. She had to know. She needed to make a decision about where to go, what to do—she needed to know if Romy was going to be there or not in the way that she needed her. “Tell me you love me.”
Romy shut her eyes, her lower lip trembling, a single tear rolling down her cheek. “Jules. We’re friends, I—”
Juliet’s ears were ringing as she crashed down the crushed quartz path back to the house. She made it there in what felt like five seconds, bursting through the same side door she’d exited earlier, and running smack into Jess.
“I need to go home,” Juliet said quickly. “Where is Sam?” She stopped and looked at Jess, who looked like she was on the verge of tears.
“He’s bringing the car around,” Jess said. “Come on.”
“What the fuck happened?” Juliet asked as they jogged to the front circle drive where Sam was expertly driving the stick shift Volvo into place.
“Let’s just go,” Jess replied, getting into the passenger’s seat.
“Sam doesn’t even have his license—”
“It doesn’t matter, Jules. Just get in the car.”
Juliet had barely closed the door when Sam sped off. She squinted in the darkness and saw a dark liquid dripping down her brother’s hand in the low glow from the dash.
“What in the hell?” Juliet said. “Could someone please fill me in?”
Sam gritted his teeth as he turned onto the main road. “Mark wouldn’t leave Jess alone. He asked her to dance. And, well, I was a little keyed up after what happened with Tania…”
“He went to take a swing at Mark, who sidestepped the blow. Sam shattered a window with his hand. It’s his own blood.” Jess sniffled. “Have fun while you were away?”
Juliet stared out at the ranches flashing by under the light of a half-moon. “Not exactly. But at least I figured out what I’m doing.”
Sam glanced in the back seat, a resigned look on his face. “You’re going to New York, aren’t you?”
“Yeah. I am.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Romy stared at her desk, which was covered in loose leaf paper and half-read books. She was a mess and a half, but the semester was nearly over so she told herself that she would work on cleaning it after the kids left on the last day before Christmas.
She turned around to erase the board, where there were notes about police brutality and how modern day police departments had grown directly out of slave patrols. The kids were reading The Hate U Give, and it was amazing the discussions that were happening amongst them. She was dragging her eraser across the white, shiny surface when the door opened.
“Almost done, Nick. Then we can grab dinner, I promise.” She glanced at the door, where she saw Dr. Bell with a hard look on her face. Behind her was a white woman with a blonde bob and red lipstick, dripping in James Avery silver.
“Romy, we need a word.”
Romy frowned. “Alright, give me a minute and I’ll come to the front office.”
“Here is better. It gives the right context,” the blonde woman said, a small smile playing at the corners of her lips.
“Context?”
Dr. Bell stepped inside along with the woman, who shut the door. She gazed at the partially-erased white board behind Romy.
The act only made Romy more defiant. “If we could hurry this up, I have plans.”
Dr. Bell crossed her arms. “Romy, some of the parents have had concerns about what you’re teaching in your classroom.”
Romy raised her eyebrows. “If the parents think their kids can’t manage the course load, they should ask for an accommodation.”
“It’s not the load, Romy.”
“It’s the content,” the blonde woman interjected with gleeful venom.
“I’m sorry, who are you?”
“If you’d ever attended a single PTA meeting, you would know that I am the head of the board of governors for the school. Ellen Miller.” She held out a manicured hand with perfect French tips, her James Avery charm bracelet tinkling loudly.
Romy rejected the gesture. “Well, I’d be happy to make a presentation to the board—”
“We’ve already voted,” Ellen replied, cutting across Dr. Bell, who had opened her mouth to speak. “You should just pack up.”
Romy steadied herself against her desk. “Excuse me?
Dr. Bell? Is this a joke?”
“It is unfortunately out of my hands, Romy.”
Someone appeared in the window of the door. She recognized Luke, the security guard, who gave her a small wave, a frown on his face.
“Security. Really. You called security?”
“Clear your desk, Romy. I’m so sorry about all of this.”
Romy tore out of the parking lot, tires squealing, tears falling down her cheeks. She pulled her phone out and screamed to Siri to dial Juliet. A stop sign appeared out of nowhere and she slammed on her brakes, the hastily-packed boxes from her classroom toppling over in the back seat.
“Hello?” Juliet’s voice came through the phone. “Romy? Why are you calling me with your main phone? Isn’t your mom still paying the bill?”
“I don’t care about that, Juliet. I need to see you, please.”
“You can’t come over,” Juliet replied. “Someone will see you.”
“Dammit, Jules! I’m coming.” She fumbled for her phone and hit the red button, speeding towards Juliet’s place.
She considered double-parking but thought better of it; as reckless as she was feeling right now, it certainly wouldn’t make sense to alert the entire town she was here in such an obvious way. She parked around back, not even bothering to lock the doors. This was Sterling, after all, and if someone decided to steal the crap she’d just piled in there, all the better. It would save her some time.
She opened the door to the building and ran up the stairs to the second floor. The mailman was delivering letters and she nodded hello at him. He looked surprised to see her.
“Romy? What are you doing—”
“She’s with me,” Jess said from the stairwell. “I knew you’d go to the wrong floor. It’s so confusing how they’re numbered. Hey, Jeff. She’s here to pick out some paintings for her mom’s new office renovation.”
Jeff nodded. “Have fun.”
Jess grabbed Romy’s arm tightly and led her to the end of the hallway and up the stairs.
“What the—”
“Shut up,” Jess snapped, shoving a key into the lock and opening the door.
The place smelled like acrylic paint and orange peels. Huge floor-to-ceiling windows let in north-facing light. The space was cluttered but clean.
Juliet came down the spiral staircase from the upstairs living space. “You really were about to blow everything just to see me today? After all we’ve been doing?”
“And that is my cue,” Jess said, heading out on the succulent-covered balcony.
“I got fired,” Romy replied, refusing to let anything linger in the air.
Juliet’s jaw dropped. “What?”
“Yeah, remember a few weeks ago when you were angry with me for not having a plan in place? Well, I did. It was: stay the fuck employed and save some fucking money before I get married off to Justin. That’s been throttled, I would say.”
Juliet rushed over and hugged her. Romy felt an enormous weight lift off her own shoulders. Their relationship had been more than a little tense since the wedding. This was the most physical contact they’d shared in weeks.
“What happened?” Juliet whispered, wiping a tear off Romy’s cheek.
“The school board decided they didn’t like my teaching material.”
Juliet squinted at her in confusion. “You’ve been teaching Black thought and history through Black women’s writings all semester. And now someone has a problem with it?”
Romy nodded.
“Fuck ‘em!” Juliet replied, walking to the kitchen where she pulled out two blackberry sodas. 
Romy smiled in spite of herself. Juliet being on her side meant more to her than anything, even though she felt her world was crashing around her.
Juliet pulled out a third soda and cupped her hands around her mouth. “Jess! You can come in now.”
Jess stepped inside. “Thank God. It’s colder out there than I thought it was. Almost looks like it might snow, believe it or not. So, what’s happening? Or can I not ask that?”
“I’ve been shitcanned from my job,” Romy offered, pulling out a paint-splatter-covered barstool and sitting down with her drink. “So I officially have no streams of income.”
“God. That’s terrible.” She drummed her fingers on the counter, clearly contemplating something. “You know, I’ve been looking for a studio assistant. My place is a mess after making all my Christmas orders.”
“You’re kidding.”
“I’m not. I mean, I can’t pay you what you were making, and it would only be for about five hours a week, but I can do a lot better than minimum wage at least. Plus, I’ll feed you.”
Romy and Juliet looked at each other. 
“I know it’s not going to fix your financial situation, but it’ll keep you busy while you figure out what to do.”
“I’ll do it. Thank you. Seriously.”
“Hey, I need the help. I’ve got about a thousand emails in my inbox, my books haven’t been updated in months, and my studio is a shit show. Can you start tomorrow morning?”
“Of course I can,” Romy replied. “I can be here at seven.”
Jess laughed. “Well, I’ll still be in bed. But Mark will happily let you in. He hasn’t said anything, but the mess is driving him crazy, I can tell.”
Romy took a deep breath. Everything was still a mess in her life, but at least she had a little something to hold onto.
“I’m starving,” Jess said, walking to the fridge. “Oh yeah, I’ve got this whiskey cake your mom brought around.”
Romy’s ears started ringing. “What did you just say?”
“Whiskey cake. Your mom brought it over as a thanks for my working with her. What? Do you think she poisoned it?”
“I have to go,” Romy said, grabbing her purse and keys. She kissed Juliet on the cheek. “I’ll call you.”
“What—”
Romy didn’t hang around to let Juliet finish her question.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
There was almost no gas in Juliet’s tank as she drove to her parents’ house. Her mom had mostly recovered from her infection and was finally able to take care of Mr. Hudson again. Juliet knew Grams was shopping at the handmade markets in Austin for Christmas gifts and Sam was at the diner working. Carrie had been back and forth between Sterling and New York, but had to head to the city the week before to start her new job.
Juliet willed the gas tank to last her the final quarter mile; she’d shut off the heater to save fuel. The sky was a steely gray wall of clouds, and the air smelled like Jess was right: it might actually snow. She turned on her headlights and headed down the gravel drive.
All the cars were gone. No matter. She was desperate. She would wait.
She rushed through the sharp air as icy pellets bit at her cheeks, yanking open the unlocked side door, grateful to feel the rush of hot air.
The house was dark but for a few electric candles and the Christmas tree in the corner that bathed the small living room in pink and orange light. An acute feeling of homesickness rushed over Juliet as she stood at the kitchen counter with her coat still on, her keys in her hands. It wasn’t a longing for a place—after all, she was standing in her childhood home—but rather, a time. When her whole family was healthy. When her baby brother wasn’t battling demons in his mind. When they were all safe and together.
The tears bubbled in her eyes and overflowed onto her cheeks. Soon, she was on the verge of hyperventilating. 
“Jules?”
She inhaled sharply and turned towards the hallway. Her dad stood there with his walker. His hair was rumpled and there were sheet indentations on his cheek that twisted like scars in the low light.
“Daddy,” she said, rushing over and hugging him as she sobbed.
He stroked her hair. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’ll be okay.”
“It won’t,” she said. “It really, really won’t.” And she spilled all of her thoughts and her secrets over him. After several minutes of her talking nonstop, he motioned to the sofa. Juliet saw he was shaking from the exertion of standing up for so long and she instantly felt guilty. They settled in and she kept talking. About losing her job, about her relationship with Romy, Justin, the Mitchells, and what they’d done in high school to the condo lot. When she was done, she felt like she’d scrubbed her insides with SOS pads.
“Sorry, Dad,” she said, taking a breath.
“Go get yourself a warm, wet cloth and come back here. I’d do it, but…” he motioned to his legs.
Juliet did as she was told and sat back down, holding the cloth over her face like her mom had always done when she was a kid. She wiped away her tears.
Her dad rubbed his hand across her back. “I always had a feeling you two had something to do with the condo project being stalled.” He chuckled softly. “I can’t say I blame you two for doing it.”
“Yeah, well, it was illegal. And now Derek knows, and we’re both going to jail, and Romy is going to marry that asshole, and we’re never going to have money, and I’m probably going to be evicted, and everything is terrible.”
“It’s going to be okay, Jules. You always figure things out.”
“This isn’t like most things, Dad. I’m here in Sterling. Getting paid next to nothing.”
“Jules, look at this house where you grew up. Does this look like we ever had money?”
She shook her head.
“And yet, here you are. Here we all are. A little worse for the wear but we are here. Because we are Hudsons. And we know how to love and take care of each other. You always have a home here in this house. Always.”
A car pulled into the driveway, tires crunching gravel. A moment later, Mrs. Hudson appeared in the doorway. “Why are you two sitting in the pitch black?” She turned on the kitchen lights, making both Juliet and Mr. Hudson blink rapidly. Her cheeks were ruddy and snowflakes stuck to her wool scarf. “It is actually, properly snowing out there.” She looked at them. “Who died?”
“No one,” Juliet replied, sniffling. “Romy got fired.”
Mrs. Hudson raised her eyebrows. “Hm. That’s too bad.”
Anger surged in Juliet’s gut; she rose from her seat to release some of the energy into the air. “Why do you hate her so much? She isn’t her parents. She’s not her family. You’ve always hated her. Always.”
“Jules,” her father intoned softly.
“No, Dad. This is a long time coming. You need to let it go, Mom. The diner moved. The Mitchells won. It’s over. Get over it.”
Mrs. Hudson closed her eyes like she was praying for patience. “I don’t hate her.”
“Oh, really?” Juliet asked sarcastically.
“No. I hate the fact that she broke my only daughter’s heart. I hate that we lost you all these years to New York because you were running away from the fact that she broke your heart.”
Juliet wasn’t expecting that response. “How did you know—”
“We know, Jules. We’re your parents. We know pretty much everything.”
Juliet sat back down.
“She’s going to break your heart again, Juliet.”
Juliet bit her lip but said nothing.
Because she knew in her heart it was true.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Romy sped through Sterling, away from Jess’s apartment towards the outskirts of town. The snow had gone from nothing to a steady downpour in a matter of minutes as she moved west. She was thankful she’d had so many years in Montana driving in blizzards. This weather was nothing to her.
She threw the car into park and ripped the keys out of the ignition, pushing open the front doors of the mansion. She followed her gut towards her mother’s office, which even in its half-renovated state looked nicer than most people’s entire homes did. 
She didn’t bother knocking or taking off her wet boots as she pushed into the airy space. The fireplace was lit and the half-done birch floors gleamed. Her mother never tolerated drywall dust during renovations.
Mrs. Mitchell was sitting on a baby pink velvet chair in front of the fire. Of the three other chairs, two were occupied. Justin sat in one; in the other was a thin, prim woman with impeccably manicured nails holding a thick, fabric-covered binder.
“Ah, I was wondering where you were. We’ve been waiting for you.”
Romy blinked. “What do you mean you’ve been waiting for me?”
“I put it in your calendar a few hours ago. I know it’s last minute, but I assumed you were keeping an eye on your schedule considering the terms of our arrangement.”
Romy shook her head. “I haven’t checked my phone in hours. We need to talk.”
“We do indeed.” Mrs. Mitchell pointed to the empty chair. “Tea.”
“No.”
“It wasn’t a question. Take off your boots, please, and grab a towel from by the door to clean up where you’ve dripped.”
Romy could feel Justin’s eyes on her but she refused to give him the pleasure of looking at him. She slid her boots off and dried the floor. But she still refused to sit. “I’m going to talk first.”
“No, you aren’t,” Mrs. Mitchell said. “And you’re being rude to Emily, your wedding planner.”
Romy’s nostrils flared but she tried to not change her expression. She wasn’t going to give her mother the pleasure of knowing that she was getting to her. “Well then, Emily, I’m sorry that you have to be here for this.”
Emily looked panicked but said nothing. Clearly her etiquette training hadn’t prepared her for this. “I’m happy to step outside—”
“No, I always need a witness when I’m talking to these two. You snitched on me to the board. Don’t deny it, Mother. Maybe it was Justin. I don’t care. You probably worked together. But now I have no job, and no tangible income.”
Her mother said nothing. Justin had a small smile on his face.
“And you two don’t even care, do you? This is exactly what you wanted.” Romy rubbed the bridge of her nose. The logs in the fireplace crackled. “Justin, you continue to get a steady allowance from my mother. Mom, you get to have all of your children in heteronormative relationships so you can show up to the Junior League without shame.”
“If you’re quite done, we can talk about the wedding.”
“It’s months and months away, Mother. Even for you, this is early.”
Justin cleared his throat. “Come on, Romy, I know you said you’ve always wanted a Christmas wedding.”
Romy’s knees buckled and she grabbed the back of the chair to steady herself. She looked at him, hoping that the hate in her eyes would seep through his body, hoped that he could feel it coursing through him. “When did I say that?”
“On a cozy little vacation we had in Lake Tahoe a few years ago. I can’t believe you don’t remember.”
Romy swallowed. She did remember, but she certainly wasn’t going to admit that to him. “Okay, so, next Christmas. I still don’t know why we’re—”
“This Christmas,” her mother corrected.
Romy cast about rapidly for something to say. “Surely we can’t secure a venue up to your standards in less than a week.”
“Your mother was actually thinking of having it here at the house. Which I think would be just perfect; even if this snow keeps up, it’ll be lovely in the main garden out back.”
Romy felt like she was going to vomit; her ears were ringing, and the room was starting to spin. “I can’t—”
“You can. And you will,” her mother said calmly. “Especially since you find yourself without a job. I think it would be lovely for you to have a secure income that doesn’t come from me.”
“Right, because Justin isn’t being funded by you?”
“Actually, I’ve been seeing patients for the last month. I’m expecting to turn a profit early, thanks to your family’s generous connections. You’d know that if you met me for any of our coffee dates.”
The wedding planner shifted uneasily. “Uh, I thought we could look at color schemes, maybe? My assistant is bringing in a van full of dresses in your…size.”
Romy couldn’t take it anymore. She did the thing she was good at.
She ran.
But before she even made it halfway down the hallway, Justin grabbed her arm.
“Stop,” he said.
Romy spun around. “Why are you doing this to me?”
“Maybe I love you,” Justin said.
Romy scoffed at him. “Wow, for a second you almost said that with a straight face.”
“Money is a powerful motivator,” Justin replied with a slick smile. “But, you know, I thought a good chunk of our relationship was pretty damn good.”
“Which part? The first seven minutes before you turned around to look at another woman’s ass while you were chatting me up?”
Something flickered in Justin’s face that was darker than disgust. “I’ll see you at the altar.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Juliet sat in her car, the subpar heater blowing intermittent, insufficient air over her shivering body. There had been a merciful break in the storm as she drove to Romy’s treehouse property. Workers had cleared trees where the driveway would one day be, and she stared through the fogged windshield at the treehouse. No work had been done on it since she’d first been there; if anything, it looked like it had deteriorated even more.
Headlights flashed behind her and she steeled herself for what she’d been dreading for the last hour since Romy had texted that she needed to meet up.
It was all a blur as she left the vehicle and sheltered from the wind under the tree. Romy had tear stains on her cheeks as she rushed towards Juliet, enveloping her in a big hug.
“I’m so glad you came,” Romy said. “I didn’t know where else to meet.”
“We need to talk, Romy,” Juliet said quickly.
“I know, I know. My mom and Justin…they’re the ones who got me fired. They’re planning the wedding for next week. Christmas Eve. It’s a mess. It’s all a giant, giant mess.”
Juliet bit her lip and nodded. “Okay.”
Romy’s eyes flashed and she shook her head. “What do you mean ‘okay’? Did you hear what I just said?”
She didn’t want to have to do this. She took a deep breath. “You should do it, Romy. Take the money. What choice do you have?”
Romy gaped at her. Snowflakes started swirling around them both, the wind picking up again. “Are you kidding me?”
“What do you want me to say, Romy? Beg you to not do it?”
“Yeah, actually. I expected my girlfriend to not flippantly tell me to marry someone else.”
Tears bit at Juliet’s eyes. “I can’t do this, Romy. Not anymore. You don’t have a job, not a real, continuing one. You have no money to even move somewhere else to find one. I’m not leaving Sterling; I’m not leaving my family again. I don’t have enough money to support both of us. My condo isn’t selling. And—”
“And what? Is your mom behind this? She hates me. She’s always hated me and my fucking family. As if I’m responsible for all of that bullshit between the Mitchells and the Hudsons.”
Juliet couldn’t hold it in anymore. “You know why my mom hates you?” she screamed. 
“Because I’m a Mitchell,” Romy replied. “Our families hate each other.”
“No. Because you’re the reason I moved to the east coast for college. You broke my heart once, in high school. You’re going to do it again. I can’t put myself through that again. I just can’t do it.” Juliet leaned forward on her crutch and kissed Romy’s cheek, taking a deep breath of her scent one more time. “Goodbye, Romy.”



CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Juliet tapped her foot impatiently on the carpeted floor of Austin-Bergstrom International Airport. A Tejano band was playing covers of Christmas songs, and the smell of barbecue wafted to her nose. The airport was covered floor-to-ceiling in Christmas lights and baubles. 
The snow from the previous week had melted and a heat wave had blown in. It was eighty degrees and sunny outside; it felt more like May than December. She’d never felt less merry in her life. 
“Here, take this candy cane-flavored coffee and cheer the fuck up,” Sam said, shoving a Starbucks cup into her hand.
“I’m plenty cheery,” Juliet said bitterly. 
“Right,” Sam replied sarcastically as a large family with screaming kids and worn-out parents pushed past them towards the baggage claim. “You’re having a holly jolly Christmas Eve eve. I can tell by your grimace and how you’ve been biting everyone’s head off since you moved back into the house a week ago.”
Juliet scowled and sipped her coffee. “Sorry. It’s been quite a week.”
“Well, try and smile for Carrie, okay? It is Christmas, after all. Oh! There she is!” Sam took off through the crowd and climbed the wrong way up a down escalator to meet his girlfriend halfway. She shrieked as they kissed. Several people clapped and laughed at them.
Juliet smiled slowly in spite of her bad mood. She was always happy to see her long-suffering brother have some genuine happiness. She let them kiss at the base of the escalator for a full minute before going over to them. “Alright, let’s not make a baby in the airport. I want to get going before the traffic starts up.”
An hour and a half later, they were back at the Hudson family house. Grams was cooking enough snickerdoodles to feed all of Sterling for three weeks, Mrs. Hudson was paying bills, and Mr. Hudson was resting on the sofa. Sam and Carrie were decorating the flocked tree in the corner, stopping intermittently to kiss and dance to the Christmas music playing through Juliet’s iPhone speaker. She was sorting legal documents with her foot elevated on pillows to further reduce the swelling that threatened to postpone her surgery another two weeks.
The doorbell rang. “I’m elbow deep in dough here; someone else is going to have to get that!” Grams called out.
“Jules, that’s probably the last of the Christmas packages,” her mom said. “Do you mind signing? You can just leave them at the door after.” 
Juliet was closest to the door, after all. She grabbed one of her crutches and hobbled to the foyer. She opened the solid oak door and gasped.
Romy stood there at a respectful distance. Her hair was up in a carefully-styled ponytail, makeup was troweled on her face, and she was wearing uncharacteristically prim clothes: an A-line skirt and a pussy bow blouse. In her hands was a thick cream envelope. “Hi.”
Juliet’s cheeks burned. “What do you want.” She didn’t even bother to ask it as a question; it was an accusation.
Romy cleared her throat. “I wanted to drop this off.” She held out the envelope. “It’s a wedding invitation for your family. I thought it would be a dick move to have someone else deliver it.”
Juliet raised an eyebrow. “Okay.”
“I know you’re pissed at me, Jules,” Romy said. The mid-afternoon sun was beating down on her, and Juliet saw that she was sweating. “But I’d really, really love for you to be there. It would mean a lot to me. Your whole family is invited. Even Carrie. I heard she was in town.”
“Nothing is secret or sacred in this town, is it?” 
Romy laughed softly. “I guess not.” She tugged at the neck of her blouse.
“You look miserable in that outfit,” Juliet replied.
“Does it make you feel a little better that I’m going through hell with my mother pushing me into all of these clothes for social functions I don’t want to go to?”
Juliet shifted on her crutch. “A little.”
She smiled. “Well, I’m on my way to afternoon tea with the Junior League. So you can imagine the pain I’m going to be in for the next four hours.”
Juliet reached her hand out. Romy looked surprised as she handed the invitation over. “I don’t know if I have the proper clothes for it. But we’ll see.”
A single tear rolled down Romy’s cheek. “Thank you. Thank you.” She sniffed and quickly wiped the droplet away. “I’ve gotta get going. How’s your foot?”
Juliet looked down. “Not too bad. The swelling has been acting up for some reason so I’m trying to stay off it as much as possible. My surgery is on the second.”
“That’s great,” Romy replied. There was a strained silence.
“You don’t want to be late,” Juliet replied.
“Yeah. See you later. I hope.”
Juliet nodded and watched Romy drive away before shutting the door.
“Who was that?” Sam asked as she walked back into the living room and collapsed onto the chair. She looked at the creamy, thick paper in her hands. It took her a moment to realize she couldn’t read it because she was crying so hard. She had thought there couldn’t possibly be any tears left in her body after the last week.
She had been wrong.
Mrs. Hudson walked over to her and stroked her hair. “It’s okay, Jules. It’ll all be okay.”



CHAPTER FORTY
“Shouldn’t you be helping Justin?” Romy asked as her brother Derek zipped up her dress.
“Probably,” Derek replied. “But I couldn’t stand another minute in there with his douchebro colleagues from Austin. Amazing that he doesn’t have any friends from before the last three months.”
“Yeah, well, that’s Justin,” Romy replied. She looked at herself in the mirror. She was wearing a long-sleeved lace gown that couldn’t have been less her style. The bottom was comprised of puffy tulle that kissed the ground. “Is it still eighty-five degrees outside? Because I’m going to be dying in this dress.”
“It is,” Nick said from the doorway. “You might melt like the Wicked Witch of the West.”
Romy saw the look of pain on Derek’s face as he looked at Nick in the doorway.
“I didn’t realize you were in here. I’ll leave,” Nick said quickly.
“No, no. I need to get back to my dubiously appointed position as best man.” Derek kissed Romy on the cheek. “You’ll be great up there, kid.” He left the room.
Nick looked around. “Where are your bridesmaids?”
“Janelle is getting drunk and Jess ran out to get me a frozen lemonade from H-E-B. Mae is with the kids, I think.” She opened her mouth and closed it several times before deciding on silence.
“Juliet’s not here. Not yet,” Nick replied, answering the unasked question. “But she will be. I just know she will be.”
Romy nodded.
Nick adjusted her long veil. “You don’t have to do this, Romy. You should be happy.”
“Oh, like you are?” 
Nick flinched. 
“Sorry, that was rude. This is temporary. It’s not forever.”
“And you think a girl like Jules is just going to wait around with no one scooping her up?”
Romy exhaled. “I don’t have a choice.”
“Romy!” Janelle called down the hallway. “Jess is back with your lemonade but if you spill any of it on your dress, your mom is going to kill—” Janelle stopped in the doorway when she saw Nick. “Oh, great. You’re here.” She was already sloppy drunk and had to hang onto the doorway to stay upright.
Nick squeezed Romy’s hand. “You always have a choice.” He left the room.
Jess ran in, panting in her maroon taffeta dress. “I’ve got the lemonade. I can feed it to you, if you want.”
“No time for snacks, not that she needs them anyway,” Mrs. Mitchell said, snatching the frozen treat out of Jess’ hand and throwing it in the trash. “Let’s do this.”
Romy felt her stomach turn over, her ears ringing once again. Her mother led her down the long hallway to the cleared-out living room that would hold the cocktail reception. The bridal party was waiting; Mae was shuffling her kids into position for their duties as ring bearer and flower girls. The French doors to the backyard were shut. A hundred white chairs were filled with people Romy knew and some she did not, all in black tie. She saw that someone, likely one of Emily’s long-suffering assistants, had located massive paper fans that had been handed out to the guests. Everyone was fanning themselves.
Her father waited by the door next to Emily the wedding planner, who was looking impatiently at her watch. “Okay, everyone is melting out there. Can we speed this up?”
“I’m going to go sit down,” Mrs. Mitchell said, pursing her lipstick-covered lips. She leaned close to Romy, ostensibly to give her a kiss. Romy knew better and she clenched her fists as her mother muttered, “And then you will walk down this aisle.”
“Gee, Mother, thanks for the love and support,” Romy retorted.
Mrs. Mitchell hurried outside, the ushers holding open the doors. Romy shut her eyes as the music from the string quartet began playing. She heard the room empty.
“It’s time,” her dad said. He had something like pity in his eyes as he held out his arm. “Romy—”
“Let’s just do this,” she replied, steeling her nerves. Whatever he wanted to say to her, whatever words he had for her after he’d been silent for months, didn’t matter. Nothing could repair what was between them.
She walked forward.
Justin awaited her at the end of the white fabric-covered aisle. There were so many flowers hanging from the oak trees and the backs of the chairs that Romy was certain the cost alone could have paid for four years at a state college. The town’s eyes were on her, down to the Mayor, who was in the second row looking uncharacteristically grim under his black cowboy hat.
She scanned the crowd hopefully, looking for signs of any of the Hudsons but came up empty. Janelle was at the altar next to Mae and Jess. Jess had a pained look on her face, Mae was sullen, and Janelle was staring daggers at someone in the second row. Romy knew she was looking at Nick. She glanced at the groom’s side to see that she wasn’t the only one looking at Nick; Derek looked on the verge of tears. 
Then suddenly, she was at the altar. Suddenly, Justin, looking as handsome as he ever had, was lifting up her veil. Suddenly, she was staring into his lifeless eyes.
“Hey there,” he said quietly. “I had a good feeling that you would make it.”
Romy had never been more disgusted by him than in that moment. 
The minister cleared his throat. “Dearly beloved—”
“No.” Romy shook her head.
“I’m sorry?” the minister asked, confused.
“I can’t do this,” she said. “I can’t. I just can’t.” She pulled off her veil and turned around. “I’d rather live in a goddamn box than have to even look at you for another second.” She shoved the veil into Justin’s hands and tugged off her engagement ring, stepping off the dais and dropping the ring onto her mother’s lap. “Since you bought it, after all. I thought you’d be the one to want it back.”
She heard Jess laugh behind her and Mae join in.
Romy turned to the groomsmen. “You coming with me?”
The crowd, which had been silent up to that point, broke into quiet whispers.
“Derek. I’m asking you. Are you coming, too?”
Derek’s face froze. 
“Derek?” Janelle asked, with high irritation. “What is she saying?”
Derek broke into a wide smile and reached his finger into his collar, loosening his bow tie. He tossed it at his father, who barely reacted.
“Nick, let’s go,” he said.
Nick smiled and stood up. “Excuse me. I need to go kiss the love of my life.” The woman seated to Nick’s right, an elderly woman with peach-colored hair, gasped.
“Oh, come off it, dear,” said her husband. “Let him do what he needs to do.”
Nick climbed over the shocked row of people and into the aisle where he kissed Derek fully. A few people clapped and hollered but everyone else erupted with shock.
Romy teared up and cheered for her brother, hollering at the top of her lungs.
Derek grabbed her hand. “Let’s go.”
“Where?”
“To get the love of your life,” he said with a grin.
Romy beamed.
“Romy!” Justin yelled so forcefully that everyone fell silent at once. “You’re going to regret this.”
Romy stopped in her tracks next to Emily the wedding planner, who looked like she was falling to absolute pieces by the French doors. She turned around. “No, I won’t, actually.”



CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
“I can’t believe this. I cannot believe this. This is absurd. This is absurd.”
“Get in the damn truck, Jules,” Sam insisted. “I laid down blankets and I’ll go slowly so your hair isn’t messed up, I promise.”
“Every one of our cars have two flat tires. What are the odds of that?” 
“I think we all know that it’s not an accident,” Grams said, squeezing into the bench seat of Sam’s truck. “We’re just lucky Carrie and Sam spent the night down by the river in the truck so it wasn’t at the house. Now, get into the bed of the truck, young lady.”
Mrs. Hudson was already in the bed of the truck with Carrie, both of them perched in their wedding best on top of a pile of old blankets. Mr. Hudson climbed into the remaining front seat with his walker folded across his lap. “Get in, Jules. Let’s go.”
Juliet groaned and carefully folded her blush-colored party dress up as she climbed into the old truck bed. It was a gloriously sunny day, albeit a bit warm, as the truck wove down the dirt driveway and onto the paved road. Juliet stared at the countryside creeping by, dread in her stomach. She had stayed up late with her mom the night before weighing the pros and cons of going to the wedding. She’d determined in the end that she would regret not going more than she would regret actually going. Everyone had agreed to come along to support her. But now they were running late.
They finally turned down the Mitchells’ long driveway. The quarter mile road to the house was decorated with electric candles in white paper bags; enormous antique chandeliers covered in fresh flowers dangled from the large oak trees.
“God, there’s more money on the side of this driveway than I’ve seen in my entire life,” Mrs. Mitchell remarked just loudly enough for Juliet to hear.
Sam suddenly stopped.
“We aren’t there yet,” Juliet said, craning her neck to see what had happened.
Two men in all-black suits were standing in front of the truck, a clipboard in one of their hands. “You have an invitation?”
“Yeah,” Sam said, rustling in the truck cab. “Here.” He handed them the paper.
“I need a last name.”
“Mitchell,” he replied.
The guards looked at each other. “I’m afraid you’ll need to turn the truck around.”
“Are you fucking kidding me?”
“Sir, please. There’s no need for language.”
Juliet swallowed hard. “I’m guessing Mrs. Hudson didn’t approve the stray invitation that was delivered. And she covered her bases just in case.” She sighed. “Sam, it’s fine. Just turn around. We’ll go home.”
Before she could say anything else, she felt Carrie move beside her. Suddenly, her small frame was darting into the woods towards the house. “Come and get me, motherfuckers!”
One guard took off after her, shouting.
Then Sam jumped out of the driver’s seat and took off towards the house in the opposite direction. The other guard panicked and gave chase.
Grams, without missing a beat, slid across the bench seat and took control of the truck, gunning it down the driveway.
“Woohoo!” Mr. Mitchell yelled, more enthusiastically than Juliet had heard him in over a decade. “Go, Mom, go!”
Juliet laughed in spite of herself. The truck came to a stop in front of the house and everyone began piling out.
Two more guards stood at the front door. “We were invited,” Juliet said hastily. “Look, we have an invitation…somewhere…” She motioned to Grams, who pulled it out of the cab and waved it. “Let us in.”
Before the guards could even respond, the front doors to the house burst open. Derek and Nick, hand in hand, pushed out into the daylight.
“What in the—” Juliet stopped abruptly as she saw who was standing in the doorway behind them. “Romy.”
“Well, this will save us some time,” Nick said drily. 
“What are you guys doing?”
“Forming a search party for you. But I guess that’s ended,” Derek said, kissing Nick on the cheek.
“Juliet,” Romy breathed. She walked down the steps, pushing aside the guards, and smiled. “I love you. I love you. I love you. I’ve never loved anyone before or since I met you. I’m never leaving you again if you’ll have me.”
Juliet felt the wind pick up and a cloud fell across the sun, bringing them all relief from the heat. Thunder rolled somewhere in the distance. Behind Romy, people crowded the doorway. She glanced to the left and right and saw that more folks were pressing their faces against the glass; someone had even opened a window so they could hear what was happening.
“I’ve never wanted anyone but you,” Juliet whispered back, and Romy swept her up into a kiss so intense Juliet thought the world had stopped turning just for them.
Everyone cheered as the sky turned black and fat, cold raindrops began to fall.
“Alright! Party at Bo’s! We’re opening up on Christmas Eve for the first time in our history. Food is on us!” Mr. Mitchell yelled from the passenger window of the trunk.
“I’m getting the busses to come back early,” Mae said, holding her iPhone to her ear. “And we’ll be taking anyone who wants to come to Bo’s!”
Romy grabbed Juliet’s hand and they ran in the pouring rain into the garage on the side of the house.
Juliet shrieked as a strong wind hit them. “I’m soaked!” she said, laughing in the shelter of the garage. “God, I must look like a drowned rat.” She gazed at Romy, who, other than her makeup, which was unmoved, looked similar. “Did they tattoo that makeup on you?”
“Basically,” Romy replied, pushing past one of the Mercedes to get to the rack of keys hanging on the wall.
“Watch out!” But it was too late. Romy’s sleeve caught on an open nail on the wall and tore.
Romy glanced down and shrugged. “Perfect. I hate this dress.” She plucked at the fabric on her shoulder and tugged down, ripping the entire sleeve off. “That’s better.” Then she ripped off the other sleeve with a gleeful expression.
“You’re insane.”
“And you love me for it,” Romy replied, picking up her long tulle dress and reaching for a set of keys. She dangled them. “You want to take the Porsche?”
Juliet covered her eyes. “This is the craziest day of my entire life.” She took a deep breath. “Yes, of course I do. Of course I want to take the Porsche. But hang on a second.” She wove through the covered cars and reached into the tool bench, opening several drawers before emerging with what she needed. She held up a pair of scissors; they made a snip snip sound in the air. “I think we need to keep modifying your dress first.”



CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Bo’s was packed with people by the time Juliet and Romy arrived, hand-in-hand, soaking wet. Romy’s dress was now sleeveless and had a slightly asymmetrical hemline that reached about mid-thigh.
The restaurant cheered as they entered, and Romy spun Juliet around and dipped her into a kiss.
“That’s what I’m talking about!” Sam hollered, his arm around Carrie. They both looked slightly worse for the wear after their diversion tactics in the woods; there were twigs in Carrie’s hair and grass stains on Sam’s trousers.
“Thank you all for coming here,” Romy yelled as the noise died down. “I just want to say that this day has been a long time coming in more ways than one.”
A murmur of assent went through the crowd.
Romy looked surprised. “Wait, y’all knew?”
The mayor stood up with a plate of cheesy hash browns in his hand. “Darlin’, we’ve known since you two were in high school. It’s not exactly a secret.”
Juliet blushed and covered her face with her hands.
“Well, better late than never,” Romy replied. “Enjoy, folks, please. Don’t let us keep you from your food.”
Juliet’s hand slipped into Romy’s as they walked towards the counter where several townspeople had volunteered their cooking services. Mr. Mitchell, more alive than Romy had ever seen him, was barking out orders cheerfully as pancakes, eggs, and sausages flew off the grill. Someone had put an empty, clean five-gallon pickle jar on the counter that said “Donations appreciated.” Romy was thrilled to see it was overflowing with twenty and fifty-dollar bills.
“What do you want?”
“Ugh, I’m starving,” Juliet said. “I basically haven’t eaten over the last week since—”
“Since you broke my heart?” Romy said with a smile.
“Well, since you broke my heart.” They kissed and the people around them clapped loudly.
“Can we get the full breakfast special? Two of them, please,” Romy said. “And two Shirley temples. Extra cherries.”
“I’ll go find a table,” Juliet said, kissing Romy on the cheek and disappearing.
Romy felt lighter than she had in months as she stared around at the people who were there to support them. She saw Nick and Derek were cozied up in a corner booth together, not doing much talking. Grams was holding court, loudly telling the story of the six proposals she’d fended off from various suitors across her lifetime. Carrie and Sam were dusting off the old jukebox and crowdsourcing quarters. Soon, the place was filled with the sounds of Martha Reeves and The Vandellas.
“Two breakfast specials!” Mr. Mitchell called out, sliding them across the counter. “Oh, better grab extra mustard for Jules. She’ll want it for the tater tots.” He passed her a large yellow squeeze bottle.
“Mustard?” Romy replied with disgust. “Wow.”
“Regretting your choice of partner now?” Mr. Mitchell joked. He leaned across the countertop. “You make my girl happy. I can’t ask for more than that. Welcome to our family, Romy.” His light grey eyes sparkled with tears.
“Thank you, sir,” Romy whispered with a smile.
“Go eat! The hash browns are no good cold.”
Romy took the red baskets filled with piping hot food across the diner, through the throngs of people now dancing around the tables. Juliet had sneaked into the booth with Nick and Derek. Mark and Jess were there as well, eating from a mountain of curly fries.
“Your dad insisted I bring you this mustard.”
Juliet’s eyes grew wide. “Oh my god! Thank you!” She reached for the mustard and squirted it hard. The top flew off, the contents exploding all over her dress, chest, and face.
Mark started laughing and everyone else joined in.
Romy passed her napkins as she wiped her eyes clear. Juliet was laughing, too. “Alright, there is no way I can party the rest of the night covered in mustard. Slide out. I’m gonna run home.”
“You sure? It’s raining pretty hard,” Romy commented. “I could take you.”
“Nah, you stay here and party. Kiss?” 
Romy cringed. “Oh, God. The smell alone. I’m afraid I’ll have to take a rain check on a kiss. I’ll have one when you get back.”
Juliet squeezed Romy’s shoulder as Romy handed her the keys to the Porsche. “I’ll try not to get mustard on the seats.”
“I literally don’t care,” Romy replied. “I’d actually love for my mom to get in her car and see it ruined by a cheap condiment. Be safe.”
“Will do.” Juliet disappeared.
Romy dug into her food with gusto while Derek, Nick, Jess, and Mark carried the conversation around her. She ended up drinking both Shirley Temples and eating both meals in front of her. The party at the diner was kicking up as she wiped her mouth after the last bite; someone had appeared with several kegs of beer and a bowl of Sterling Surprise had miraculously shown up on the counter. It was evident the party was only just getting started. “God, this is the best meal I’ve ever eaten in my life.”
“So good, in fact, you haven’t even noticed the enormous present sitting next to you,” Jess said with a laugh.
Romy glanced over. There was, indeed, a flat, large box wrapped in silvery white paper and a blue bow. “What is this?”
“Well, I raided the gift table before we left. I didn’t want your would-be husband getting the fancy gift we got you,” Jess replied.
Romy wiped her hands on a wad of thin paper napkins and unwrapped the gift. She lifted the lid on the box and saw baby pink, glittery tissue paper inside. Underneath it was a gorgeous, delicate lace lingerie set in her size. “Jess! I would hug you but you’re across the table.”
“Let’s see what it is!” Nick said, grabbing the box. “Oooh, wow. This is stunning.”
Derek turned a delicate shade of green as he glanced at the contents. “I’d rather not think of my sister in lingerie, thanks.”
“I knew you had good taste after what you got for Juliet at Halloween,” Romy said, grabbing Nick’s unfinished Coke and sipping it down without asking.
Jess frowned. “What?”
“The lingerie. From La Perla. That you left for Juliet at the cabin. With the candles.”
Jess looked at Mark, who shrugged. “It wasn’t me,” he said. “Like I’d drive all the way out there just to do a surprise for your friends. No offense, Romy.”
The sounds of the party were suddenly muffled and Romy’s vision tunneled into a single point. “Jess, you’re telling me that you didn’t set up the cabin that weekend that Jules and I went?”
Jess shook her head. “No, Romy, neither one of us did—what’s wrong? Where are you going?”
“I need the keys to your truck, Mark,” Romy said, standing up. “Now.”
Mark fumbled in his pockets and tossed them to her. “What the hell is going on?”
“Derek, call Juliet and keep her on the phone as long as you can. Nick, text me when he gets ahold of her. I don’t want to be using my phone when I’m driving in this mess. Call the sheriff. Send him to the Mitchell house.”
“The sheriff is here, Jules.” Jess pointed over Romy’s shoulder at the plump man who was drunkenly dancing with the mayor.
“Jesus God,” Romy said. “Call Jules. Keep calling her. I’ve got to go.”
“Going where?” Sam asked, appearing out of nowhere with Carrie glued to his side as usual.
“Your house. Follow me there.”
Romy drove as fast as she could through the horizontal sheets of rain. “Come on, come on, come on,” she muttered, nearly missing the turn down the Mitchell driveway due to the low visibility. Romy honked as loud and fast as she could as she drove down the gravel road, flashing her headlights through the rain. She nearly collided with the carport as she braked at the last second, throwing the truck into park and running past the Porsche into the house, yelling Juliet’s name.
The lights were off except for the bathroom at the end of the hallway. Romy ran across the carpet, screaming. The bathroom light shut off as a loud crack of thunder shook the house. “Juliet! Juliet! Jul—” she stopped as she saw dark red droplets on the carpet. She dove for the light switch, flicking it up and down to no avail. The power was out. The deep pocket in her dress buzzed and she pulled out her phone.
“She’s not texting back” said the message from Derek.
Romy’s hands shook as she flicked the flashlight on and turned the bright light towards the floor.
Thick droplets of blood sparkled on the worn pumpkin-colored carpet next to a pink, sparkling bandana. Romy collapsed.



CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Juliet could feel the mustard seeping through the fabric of her dress as she drove through the rain. It had let up slightly since getting to the diner. She felt her stomach full of butterflies of excitement, her lips tingling from the kisses she and Romy had shared.
She parked the car and hummed to herself as she stepped into the house. It was dark and quiet, just how she liked it. She dropped her keys onto the counter and started unzipping her dress as she walked down the hallway. Juliet let the hot water run in the shower for a little bit while she pulled her hair out of the way. Mascara was running down her face. She looked like a mess, but she’d never felt more beautiful in her life.
She dropped the dirty dress on the floor, making a mental note to drop it off at the cleaners on the way back to the diner, and stepped into the shower. The hot water pounded her back and she began to sing her favorite Lorde song at the top of her lungs. The number one thing she missed about her solo apartment was being able to sing in the shower. She couldn’t do it at home without her entire family mocking her.
“You know, I would have pegged you as a Taylor Swift fan,” said a deep, masculine voice from the other side of the shower curtain.
Juliet’s blood ran cold as she shrieked. Her body froze as the shower curtain slowly slid open.
It was Justin. He grinned. “Well, now I know what she sees in you. You shouldn’t hide a body like that under clothes.”
Juliet flung her hands across her chest. “What the hell are you doing here?”
“Get out. Towel off. There are clothes for you on the counter. You’re coming with me.”
Juliet’s mind cast about frantically for what she had in the shower. Useless plastic-encased razors. A slippery floor. Shampoo she didn’t have a hope of squirting into his eyes before he batted it away.
“Shut the water off. We’re in a drought so bad not even this rainstorm can fix it.” He slid the curtain shut.
Juliet’s heart pounded as she slowly shut off the water. There was a chance she could get a jump on him if she could dry her feet on the bath mat. He was taller than she was, lean and muscular. But there was a chance. 
She reached around the curtain for her towel and wrapped it tightly around her. Stepping out of the tub, she saw Justin was swigging from a tall bottle of whiskey that was almost empty. Now that she was closer to him, she could smell that he reeked of alcohol so strongly it was clearly seeping out of his pores. He was wearing half of his wedding clothes: the pants, shiny shoes, and an undershirt. Somewhere along the way he’d lost his bow tie, tuxedo jacket, and shirt. He shifted his weight and Juliet saw, to her horror, that he had a gun in the back of his tuxedo pants.
She shifted her eyes away quickly and looked at the outfit he’d picked from her dresser. It was a basic tank top and sweatpants. “I don’t even get a jacket? It’s kind of cold out with this rain.”
“Get dressed,” Justin barked. “You won’t be worried about the cold for long, I can promise you that.” He slurred his words and Juliet wondered how he’d managed to drive without killing himself.
“Turn around,” she replied curtly.
“Sweetheart, I’m not here for that.”
“I’m not getting dressed unless you turn around.”
Justin reached around to the back of his pants and Juliet froze. He saw the look on her face and he knew that she knew about the gun. “That’s what I thought.”
Juliet turned around and got dressed as modestly as she could, holding the towel up around her body. As she stepped into the sweatpants, she saw the large quartz balls that Grams had collected over the years in a wicker basket on the toilet tank. Juliet had always hated them being in the bathroom; they collected dust and needed constant washing. But she thought she might cry as she saw them there; her one possible saving grace.
“Hurry up,” Justin said, clinking the bottle down onto the countertop. “Stop wasting time.”
Nearly dressed, Juliet scooted sideways closer to the counter. She made a show of dropping the towel along with her sweatpants as if she’d been startled. She knew that Justin was staring at her ass, and she took that opportunity to palm one of the medium-sized orbs as she pulled her pants up. “Alright,” Juliet said, turning around. “Now where are we going?” 
Justin glanced at his right pocket, where a pink, bedazzled bandana peeked out.
The treehouse. He was taking her to the treehouse.
As Justin reached for her arm, Juliet swung her other hand towards the side of his head. He turned just enough for the orb to connect with his cheekbone. A loud crack echoed through the tiny bathroom. He howled in pain but only held tighter to her upper arm. 
“You fucking cunt!” he growled. Blood dripped onto the carpet as he grabbed the hand towel, pressing it to his face. “Let’s fucking go.” As he turned, Juliet grabbed the bandanna and dropped it on the carpet.
Romy would see it and come for her.
Juliet knew she would.



CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Sam caught Romy before she hit the carpet, her cries filling the dark house. 
“Breathe, Romy. Breathe. What’s—”
Carrie screamed. “Is that blood?”
“Oh, God,” Sam said. “Carrie, Carrie, Carrie!”
But she hit the ground with a thud.
“Jesus Christ,” Sam muttered. “Romy, I need you to stop crying. I need you to breathe. I’m calling an ambulance.”
“No, no. Send it to the treehouse,” Romy said, standing up despite her dizziness, around Sam, and over Carrie. 
“The treehouse?”
“On Blaine Road,” Romy yelled back. “1576.”
“That’s like thirty miles away—”
“Do it!” Romy yelled, rushing out into the storm and throwing herself into the truck.



CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
“You really should have let me drive,” Juliet said as steadily as she could as Justin went eighty miles an hour down back roads through the falling darkness and pummeling rain.
“Shut the fuck up,” he said, one hand still holding the towel to his cheek.
“You should get that looked at. It sounded like I broke it.”
“I’m a goddamn plastic surgeon. You think I can’t tell that on my own?” Justin spat back. Suddenly, he slowed down; Juliet was thrilled she’d taken the time to buckle her seatbelt, but it didn’t stop her from slamming her broken foot into the floorboard.
“Ouch!” she gasped.
“Calm the fuck down.” Justin turned down what she knew was Romy’s driveway. There were several construction vehicles parked, unattended up ahead. The road had nearly been cleared all the way to the treehouse but work had stopped due to Romy’s employment situation. Her heart jumped for a single moment as the headlights flashed against the bright yellow of the work vehicles.
But no one was here. It was pouring rain. It was Christmas Eve. No one was here. The only hope she had lay in her tugging out that pink bandana from his pants pocket.
“I’m going to see just how smart my would-be wife is. She always acts like she’s the intelligent one. We’ll see if she figures out where I’m taking you.” He was muttering to himself drunkenly as he parked the car, but unfortunately wasn’t drunk enough to forget to lock the door as he walked to Juliet’s side. He yanked her out, her foot screaming in pain. “Walk, you stupid bitch.”
“I don’t know if you’ve noticed,” Juliet yelled over the rain as Justin dragged her forward. “But my foot is more than a little injured at the moment.” The rain bit at her bare cheeks and sliced through her thin clothes.
“Just walk,” he yelled back.
Pain seared through her foot and up her leg. If she was crying, she couldn’t tell the difference between the wet of the tears and the wet of the storm.
Juliet gritted her teeth as Justin dropped her into the big basket at the base of the tree. The temperature of the driving rain was making her shake. She could feel the bitter cold in her bones.
“Stay the fuck here,” he instructed, climbing up the metal ladder the contractor had installed. He trained his gun on her with one hand as he precariously climbed the ladder.
Juliet’s head was spinning as she tried to think of ways to get out the situation. Justin was stronger. He was faster. Her foot hurt more at that moment than it did the day she broke it; all those months of careful healing were being unwound faster than she could have ever imagined. The basket shifted, and she was torn from her pitying thoughts as Justin quickly worked the pulley system.
She climbed out as fast as she could at the top, but it wasn’t fast enough for Justin, gun still in hand, who nearly dislocated her shoulder pulling her upright. Her ankle collapsed under her and he screamed again for her to stand up. The rain poured down even harder. She didn’t think she’d ever get warm again.
She steadied herself on the new safety railing, which was just two-by-fours nailed together against the rotting wood. Still, she was grateful for it.
Justin pushed open the creaking door to the treehouse. “Ladies first,” he said menacingly, still pointing the gun at her.
Juliet limped inside. It felt somehow colder than it did in the rain, but at least it was somewhat dry. 
Justin shut the door behind them. The difference in sound was astonishing after being in the storm for so long. The place was dimly lit with LED lanterns that Juliet knew were connected to the simple solar panel on the opposite walkway. She’d helped Romy set it up months ago.
“Wow. So this is the place she wants instead of me?” He kicked over one of the two chairs that Juliet remembered from that warm afternoon that seemed like a lifetime ago. “She wants you. And this.” He waved the gun around demonstratively. It seemed his drunkenness was wearing off, replacing it with an even more intentional menace. His eyes glinted as he stared at her. “She wants you.”
Juliet knew only one thing: she had to keep talking. “How long have you been stalking us?”
Justin kicked the flooring. “You know, this flooring is a lot sturdier than it looks.” A bolt of lightning struck far too close. 
Juliet repeated her question, louder this time. “How long have you been stalking us?”
He sighed. “For a while. I think Romy saw me at the cabin, which was kind of a plus. Probably scared the shit out of her.”
“You…you were the one who sent the lingerie. In my size. How did you—”
“It’s literally my job to look at breasts and asses all day. You think I can’t clock the size of any woman?”
“But the style…it was all to my taste,” Juliet said, her foot throbbing.
Justin smirked. “You should lock the door to your apartment more. Never know who could just wander in and start sorting through your intimates.” He paced along the perimeter of the room, touching the walls, still with the gun in his hand. Juliet didn’t have a prayer of being fast enough to get outside, into the basket, and lower herself down. Her foot was aching so much she thought she might pass out. “So. What was the plan? That you two would live here together? You working as a long-distance lawyer or something; Romy teaching? Have a couple of kids via surrogate or sperm donor? He stopped walking and grinned at her. “Need a donor? I’m top shelf, I promise.”
Juliet’s nostrils flared. “I’d rather fucking die.”
Justin chuckled. “We could arrange for that, too.” He walked back along the same path to her, standing right over her as another clap of thunder shook the entire treehouse. He pressed the cold metal of the gun against her cheek, tracing it along her bones. 
She tried to breathe slowly through her nose, willing the trembling of her increasingly hypothermic body to stop. She stared him defiantly in the eye.
“I pulled that bandanna out of your pocket,” she said, hoping she’d disguised the panic in her voice. “She knows where we are.”
Justin’s face remained unchanged for one long moment before a confident smile grew. “I’m counting on it.” He pulled out the remaining chair and sat in it, the gun still trained on Juliet.



CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
“Faster, faster, faster,” Romy muttered under her breath, shifting gears on the slick back roads. She knew she’d get there before the ambulance; the hospital was three towns west of Sterling and even further away from the treehouse. 
She laid on her horn as she blew through a stop sign, hoping people would get the hint. But there was no one out on the roads on this holiday evening in this terrible weather.
The driveway finally popped up, and she turned off her headlights. The rain was falling in sheets so thick she couldn’t see anything anyway; the headlights would only serve to tip off Justin to her arrival. The noise of the rain easily obscured any noise the truck was making as the tires ate up the gravel. She parked behind Justin’s car, leaving the keys in the ignition as the sky belched buckets of water onto her.
She climbed the ladder as fast as she could, her heels slipping on the slick metal. She stopped halfway up to kick them off onto the ground below. A bolt of lightning illuminated her silhouette as she arrived on the patio. She ducked below the row of cracked windows and army crawled to the door, her dress ripping on splinters and nails with each forward motion. 
Suddenly, she heard shouting over the wind.
“…bastard. She never…you. Ever…temporary arrangement…you’re not…man…”
Then the loud creaking of feet across floorboards, a crunch, a crack, and Juliet’s screams.
Romy stood up and crashed through the door, the room lit up by lanterns. Justin was standing over Juliet, who was howling in pain, her already injured foot grotesquely twisted and bent. 
The worst thing of all was that he looked pleased with himself. He was taking pleasure in the horrifying pain of the woman she loved more than anything or anyone in the entire world.
“You son of a bitch!” Romy yelled at the distracted Justin, tackling him to the ground, the gun in his hand sliding across the floor towards the dead center of the space.
She bit his neck and clawed at his face with her wedding-manicured hands, the hands where that heavy ring had sat not hours before. Justin’s flat, dark eyes flashed with fear as she growled in his face like an animal.
Then he flipped over on top of her and she realized what she had to do. “I’m going to fucking shoot you,” she hissed at him, making a move for the gun that was easily eight feet away.
Eight feet away across rickety, rotting floorboards that looked sturdy enough to hold a full-grown man but were not.
Justin lunged for the gun as Romy did her best to make it look like she could beat him to it. She cried out in fake pain, grabbing at her leg that was completely uninjured. He smiled as he got to his feet, making the last few backwards steps towards the gun.
“I’m going to enjoy this,” he said as he bent down to grab the heavy metal weapon, lifting it in his hand and pointing it at Romy. “So fucking—”
CRACK.
Justin was gone.



CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
Romy gritted her teeth, her nostrils flared, staring at the space where Justin had been threatening her seconds before.
Juliet had stopped whimpering. “Oh my God,” she whispered.
There was silence. 
It took Romy a second to realize it wasn’t because her ears were ringing from the almighty crash, but because the raging storm had stopped abruptly.
“Romy—”
Romy spun around and hugged Juliet as tight as she could. “Are you okay? I mean, obviously, you’re not okay.”
“Romy,” Juliet whispered, her lips blue and cracked. She was shaking from both hypothermia and pain. “Is he dead?”
Two loud whoops of sirens sounded outside followed by a half dozen more in the distance.
“I don’t know. He’s certainly not all in one piece,” Romy said. She kissed her forehead. “Hang on a second.” She stepped outside, the air clear, water dripping from the tree leaves. Down below were Derek and Nick, stepping out of the back of the sheriff’s car, the deputy nowhere to be found. “Did you steal the sheriff’s car?”
Derek shrugged. “Maybe. You okay?”
“Nick, go find Justin. He’s…below me somewhere. He has a gun, so be careful. Derek, get up here and help me with Juliet, quickly. She’s in pain.”
Much of what happened next would only come back into Romy’s memory in flashes. Hoisting a sobbing, blanching Juliet into the basket with Derek’s help as the ambulances arrived. The sheriff arriving in the back of a townie’s pickup truck. Someone wrapping Romy with a silver blanket for warmth as the EMTs put Juliet on IV fluids and covered her with heated blankets as they stabilized her foot.
Nick walking over to her, his face blank. “I found him. You shouldn’t see.”
Romy insisting that yes, she should see.
Walking underneath the thick, twisting branches of the tree to see that Justin had been impaled on a branch that had cracked off in the middle of the storm, dark, sticky fluid dripping from the hole where his stomach had been. The gun had fallen the final few feet below him.
Nick putting his hand on her shoulder while Romy turned to vomit, wiping her mouth with her utterly destroyed designer wedding gown.
“I’m sorry,” Nick had said to her.
“Me too,” Romy had replied. “Sorry that he died on my property. I’ll never be able to sell the place now, will I?” 
Her smiling, leaving a bemused Nick in her wake as she climbed into the ambulance that carried Juliet to the hospital. Romy holding her hand the entire time and never, ever leaving her side.



CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
ONE YEAR LATER
“I’m just saying, you cannot possibly tell me it wasn’t the most dramatic wedding day of all time, bar none,” Sam said, stirring the vat of queso in the still sawdust-covered kitchen of Romy and Juliet’s home.
“Seriously?” Juliet retorted, walking over to the north-facing windows of the treehouse and throwing them open. 
“Wow, you did that really well,” Romy whispered, sneaking up behind her and kissing her on the cheek.
Juliet smiled. “Don’t patronize the cripple.” But she glowed inside. It was one of the first times she’d pulled herself up off the couch and walked across the shining wood floor without tripping over any of the low rugs. Her prosthetic was taking time to get used to, but every day was a little easier. She looked down at the material that matched her skin color perfectly. There was shiny nail polish on her toes that peeped through her flat shoes; it had been lovingly but messily applied by Mae’s children when they’d visited the night before on Christmas Eve.
“I have to agree with Juliet, Sam,” Romy said, walking into the kitchen to pull out more plates and forks for the oak dining table that stretched the length of the main room. Bright December sunlight poured in along with perfect, sixty-two-degree fresh air as Juliet opened more windows for a cross breeze. “I think my failed wedding last year was a touch more dramatic than yours and Carrie’s. Sure, the basement of city hall flooded, your car broke down, the wedding party all had food poisoning, and the judge was rushed to Austin with a severe case of pneumonia, but does it really compare to mine last year?”
“Since it ended in the gruesome death of a violent misogynist, I have to agree that you win, Romy,” said a deep voice from the doorway.
“Seconded.”
“Thirded.”
“Fourth-ed?” 
Derek, Nick, Jessica, and Mark were standing in the open doorway of the treehouse, each of them holding foil-wrapped dishes and bottles of wine.
“Oh my God!” Juliet squealed, hugging all of them. “Derek, Nick—I thought y’all were in the Bahamas for your honeymoon?”
“And I thought you and Mark were going to be in Vermont with his family for Christmas?” Romy asked.
“Yeah, well, we thought we’d stay here with the warm weather and celebrate with our real family. All of you,” Jess said.
“I co-signed that idea,” Nick declared. “And then our mutual, darling spouses agreed.”
Everyone laughed.
“Where are your parents, Juliet? And Mae and her group; I thought they were supposed to be here? Oh, and Carrie?” Derek asked, getting to work immediately in the kitchen to help Sam.
Juliet ticked off the names on her fingers. “Mom and Dad are resting in the guest cottage, Carrie is a seven-months-pregnant woman who understandably naps almost professionally now, and Mae and the kids drove to the creek for a Christmas Day swim. But we can start eating at any time. Sam made tortilla soup and queso and flour tortillas and God knows what else. Grab a plate, a bowl, whatever and go ahead and choose your seat.”
The group fell into a steady hum of activity as they buzzed around picking up their dishes.
Jess wandered over to where Juliet stood, surveying the scene. Their house was complete. The clutch of sofas and mismatched thrift store chairs was warm and inviting. There was no television; instead the view was of company and the trees through the windows that stretched all the way around the square room. Skylights let in even more light that was dappled from the filter of leaves above them.
“You did good, kid,” Jess whispered to Juliet, handing her a glass of wine and slipping her arm around her shoulders.
“I don’t really know how I got so lucky,” Juliet replied, tearing up slightly as she looked over at Romy, whose face glowed with warm happiness. Romy had gotten her job back at the school after the rest of the PTA instigated a coup. She had started a writers’ club with her best students, who filled her late afternoons with joy.
“How’s the new job, Jules?”
“Amazing. I only have to drive into San Antonio twice a month for a night each,” Juliet replied. “It’s a small firm but it’s nice to be able to be doing something with so much community outreach.”
“You mean suing employers for wrongful termination after women report sexual and racial harassment?” Jess asked in one long sentence.
“Well, it is nice to make some powerful white men have to turn out their pockets in the name of justice,” Juliet replied with a laugh. “How are you?”
Jess grinned. “Just sold another painting. Probably to one of the rich white men you’re suing.”
“To justice,” Juliet said, gently bumping her glass against hers.
“To justice.”
“Okay, I am starving,” Carrie said, waddling out of the guest bedroom, her hair sticking up and her belly leading the way into the room. Sam fell all over himself in his effort to run over to her.
“You okay? How’s the baby? Did you get a nap? Water? Do you need a Gatorade?”
Jess nudged Juliet, who was beaming with pride.
“I know. My baby brother’s done good, too.”
A few seconds later, Mae and her family flooded through the door along with Mr. and Mrs. Hudson and Grams.
This was her family. Larger than she could have ever imagined it could be.



CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
Romy walked onto the balcony, white twinkle lights and the moon the only two light sources out there in the middle of nowhere. 
Juliet sat on the thick planks that Romy had hand-sanded herself to save money only months before, Juliet coming behind her with gallons upon gallons of tung oil to protect the wood. She dangled both of her legs over the side, her arms draped over the lower railing. 
“Hey, stranger,” Romy said, sitting next to her and sighing with relief. “Looks like all our guests are gone.”
“What a Christmas this was, huh?” Juliet gazed down at her prosthetic foot, the sparkly polish glinting in the moonlight. “One year.”
Romy rested her head on Juliet’s shoulder. “Well, I have to say we overcame it all pretty well.”
“Mm. You know what I’m thinking about?” 
Romy didn’t have to think for very long. “The log.”
“Yeah.”
Almost a year prior, Juliet and Romy had been snuggling together on New Year’s Eve in Juliet’s hospital bed in Austin. Juliet hadn’t been sleeping well since the amputation, and Romy had begged the nurses to let her sleep in the same room night after night. At least, that was what Juliet assumed Romy had done. As far as she knew, Romy might have just scared them all off. She couldn’t even remember the last time Romy had gone home to change clothes.
Sam, Carrie, Jess, Mark, Derek, Nick, and Mae had all taken it upon themselves to drive the long way to Austin each day to bring homemade food and fresh clothes to both of them.
“We’re missing the fireworks in Sterling,” Juliet murmured, looking at the tiny string of battery-powered twinkle lights Derek had hung up in her room after getting approval from the nurses.
“Mm,” Romy replied, clearly half asleep.
“Have you heard from your parents at all?” 
That woke her up. Romy stiffened and sat upright, pushing her hair off her own forehead. “Nope.”
“Well, that’s as good of a New Years’ gift as I could hope to ask for, then,” Juliet replied with a smile. Romy settled back into place as Juliet stroked her hair. “What are you thinking about?”
“What the hell we’re going to do now.”
“Run away and join the circus maybe.”
“Do you want to run away?” Romy asked seriously. “Because I’d do it.”
There was silence for a few minutes. An orderly rolled a wheeled cart down the hallway as the air conditioning kicked on, making the balloons bump into one another. “I think we need to stay in Sterling. I want to.”
“At the treehouse? Even with everything…” Romy trailed off.
“Yeah. Even with everything.”
“Sam and Nick offered to clean everything up at the treehouse. But they left the branch where it was. I told them to. It felt weird for them to take it. I thought maybe we could do something with it together.”
Juliet was wide awake. “I like that idea. Let’s say the very first day I’m out of here, we go and we take care of it.”
Romy squeezed her hand. “I love you. Even though we’re both broke and I have no place to live and everything is on fire. I love you.”
“We’re going to figure it out, Romy,” Juliet said, closing her eyes as she felt the warmth and heaviness of the woman she loved against her body. 



CHAPTER FIFTY
“I love you, Nisha, but please stop fiddling with everything. I’m fine,” Juliet said at the end of January as her favorite nurse checked her vitals one last time.
“I just don’t know who I’m going to talk about Grey’s Anatomy with after you leave. You’re the only person I know who is still watching it.”
“I’ll text you, I promise. And if you’re ever in Sterling, let me know. I owe you about fifty-seven home-cooked dinners.”
Nisha squeezed Juliet’s hand as Romy walked into the room. “I’ve got the car pulled around front, Jules, and I’m pretty damn certain I packed up all five thousand gifts people sent you. You ready?”
“As I’ll ever be.”
Nisha pushed her down the hallway, every employee they passed waving goodbye. Juliet hoisted herself into the passenger seat of her beater car as Romy triple checked that the trunk was shut. She couldn’t believe after all this time, she was finally going to get to go home.
A text chime sounded. “Wait!” Nisha said, checking her phone. “Apparently there was a package for you at the nurse’s station that came in a few days ago! Trent is bringing it out.”
Trent came sprinting out with a small box wrapped in brown paper. “I found this behind one of the carts. I signed for it last week I think, but I got distracted.” He handed it through the window to Juliet. “Y’all drive safe.”
“Thanks, Trent. Bye, Nisha!”
Romy pulled out of the parking lot and onto the highway, triple checking her mirrors as she changed lanes and going as slowly as possible.
“Okay, Grams, you know you can drive a bit faster. I’d like to get there before the Fourth of July Parade begins.”
“Very funny,” Romy replied. She had a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel. “I keep having nightmares that on the way home we’re going to have an accident. Like, we finally get to be together, even though we’re living in your childhood bedroom, but something terrible is going to happen.”
“Gee, wonder where that anxiety comes from,” Juliet said sarcastically. “Couldn’t have anything to do with us finally getting together last Christmas and your abusive ex kidnapping me at gunpoint, could it?”
“Yeah, you know, now that you mention it,” Romy replied with a small smile. “You going to open that box or what?”
Juliet had completely forgotten about the small package on her lap. She picked it up. It had a Sterling postmark on it but Juliet didn’t recognize the return address. Sliding her finger under the tape, she ripped open the paper. There was an even smaller box wrapped in scented tissue paper. A small card fell out. It was made from heavy paper with embossed lines as a border. In miniscule handwriting a message said:
R & J
Your mother instructed me to throw this away. I thought it might do more good in your hands.
With love,
C
“C?” Juliet questioned after reading it aloud to Romy, who shrugged. Juliet pulled off the tissue paper and opened the small velvet box. “Oh my fucking God.”
Romy refused to take her eyes off the road. “Okay, it must either be really really good or really really bad for you to be saying ‘fuck.’”
“Pull over, Romy,” Juliet whispered.
Romy took the next exit and pulled into a gas station parking lot. “This better be good—oh my fucking God.”
It was Romy’s engagement ring. The ring that Juliet knew was valued at over a quarter of a million dollars.
“Looks like we just figured out what our next plans are.”
They pulled into the driveway of the treehouse as the wintry sun was setting. Romy helped Juliet out of the car and onto her new set of crutches, holding her elbow to steady her across the uneven ground. In the other hand she held a small, battery-operated reciprocating hand saw. They made their way under the treehouse. A wayward scrap of yellow crime scene tape fluttered across the ground.
“Goddammit,” Romy muttered, picking it up and stuffing it into the pocket of her jeans.
“It’s fine,” Juliet muttered. She stopped abruptly as she saw the broken-off lower tree limb that was stained in a dark liquid. “That’s it?”
Romy nodded. “That’s it.” She pulled two pairs of clear safety glasses out of her pocket and handed one to Juliet, who slid one pair on. “Are you okay? Are you sure you want to do this? Because I can do it and you can wait in the car—”
“Give me the saw,” Juliet said so firmly that she knew that Romy wouldn’t question her. 
“The button is on the—”
But Juliet had already dropped both her crutches, wrapping one arm to steady herself around the trunk. She made quick work of cutting the branch down. It was about six inches in diameter but she was so fired up she sliced through it like it was butter. The branch fell with a thunk to the ground. Juliet exhaled so forcefully she almost fell backwards.
“You feel better?” Romy asked, stroking her back. One last beam of sunlight cut across the ground in front of them.
“I will when we burn it,” Juliet replied. And they did, in a pit a hundred yards away from the treehouse. They held each other as the flames danced and the log glowed and crumbled into ashes. It took hours for it to cool down, and it was nearing midnight when Romy walked to the car and returned with two small potted plants. Bougainvillea. One to go into the ground where the fire had been. The other to be planted on the sunny side at the base of the tree.
Plants to grow and change and bloom. To mark the passage of time. To mark an ending and a thousand new beginnings.



CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
ONE YEAR LATER
New Year’s Eve dawned bright and cold. As the sun warmed the earth, the air started to feel like springtime.
“Seventy-six degrees on December thirty-first,” Romy remarked as she drove Juliet into town. “Reason one million, five hundred and thirty-seven I’m happy I don’t live in Montana anymore.”
Juliet rolled her window down, allowing the warm breeze and sunshine to kiss her face. She held onto Romy’s hand while they drove, which had become one of those effortlessly lovely habits that came with a long-term relationship. “Seconded, except New York.”
They parked in the lot of Juliet’s former apartment rental and walked hand in hand to the former site of the stalled condominium. It seemed as if the entire town had turned out. The plot had been turned into a park complete with a half-mile paved path for walking, a playground, and outdoor exercise equipment. In the far corner were a handful of local food trucks clustered around a small building with outdoor seating. The building had a walk-up window to order and another for pickup.
“Bo’s to Go,” Romy said with a smile. “I love the name.”
“Yet another genius idea from the mind of Sam Hudson.” Sam stood behind them beaming. He looked like a different person. If Romy hadn’t known any better, she would have thought he was the one with the pregnancy glow. “Shortened menu, nice and convenient, slightly lower prices. We opened three hours ago and we’ve already made more than we projected for our first month.”
“Who’d have thought you had a mind for business?” Juliet said, nudging her brother. “Keep this up and you and Carrie might be able to get your own place soon.”
Carrie suddenly appeared out of the crowd holding a chocolate milkshake. “And miss out on free, live-in babysitting from your parents and Grams? Not a chance. I love the little garage apartment. It’s way less for us to clean.” Carrie turned to Juliet. “This place never would have happened if you and Derek hadn’t managed to work out the legal issues together.”
“And who would have thought that big oak tree with the rare bird’s nest would become the centerpiece?” Romy asked with a sardonic grin. “Speaking of which, I think maybe we could go sit under it for a while. Those new benches look moderately comfortable.”
Juliet smiled and walked a little unsteadily over the fresh sod, leaning on Romy when she needed assistance. The live band had started playing and most of the crowd had sauntered over to the makeshift dance floor, leaving the two women alone under the oak tree. Juliet knew that a million twinkle lights would shimmer in its branches in a few hours when the sun went down.
“You know what this reminds me of?” Romy asked as she stared over at the dancing crowd. Nick and Derek were swaying with each other; Mr. and Mrs. Hudson danced awkwardly but sweetly together a few feet over; Sam was trying to gently dip Carrie but her enormous belly kept getting in the way; Jess and Mark were tearing up the dance floor together.
“I do,” Juliet replied as Romy took her hand in time with the music. “It reminds you of that night that you saw a girl standing there and thought that you wanted nothing more than to dance with the most beautiful woman in the room.”
“Are you happy I did?”
Juliet pulled her close and tangled her lips together with Romy’s. “I sure fucking am.”
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