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Prologue
Roxy’s Journal


SUGAR PLUM FALLS

For the first time in years, I’m actually sober, but I’m living in this town that feels like a fairy tale threw up on it. I need something to make sense.

I should be grateful. Clean bed, working shower, a guy who actually cares. 
But I’m not stupid. This place isn’t normal. Maybe if I write it all down.


THE BEGINNING

I know I was three when my mom gave me up. That's what they told me later - social workers, foster parents, anyone who had to explain why I was in the system. Three years old, too young to understand, old enough to be damaged by it.

But here's the thing about being three - you don't actually remember things the way people think you do. I don't have some clear movie scene of being led away while my mom stood crying in a doorway. That's not how a three-year-old's brain works.

What I know: My mom tried for a few years after I was born. She was young, alone, broke. My dad bailed before I even showed up. She signed papers when the bills got too high and she ran out of options.

What I actually remember: Fragments. Pieces that might be real or might be my brain filling in gaps. The smell of something - maybe her perfume, maybe cigarettes. Being confused about why we were going somewhere without her. A feeling like the ground wasn't solid anymore. Turned out that everything I thought was permanent wasn't.

I remember being hungry a lot before that day. I remember her crying, though I don't know if that was the day I left or all the time. I remember thinking adults were supposed to fix things, then being confused when they didn't.

The real memories came later. Foster homes when I was six, seven, eight. Those I remember in detail because my brain was old enough to hold onto trauma properly by then.

But three? I was a confused little kid who didn't understand why everything changed.


FITTING IN

Years later, I was still trying to figure out what "okay" looked like.

Everest Academy was supposed to be my chance. One of the good schools, they said. Diverse, well-funded, teachers who actually cared. I rode the district shuttle in from Ashhaven every morning with my hood up and earbuds that weren't plugged into anything.

The classroom smelled like dry erase markers and industrial hand sanitizer. Motivational posters covered the walls. Mistakes are proof you're trying. You can do hard things. They made me want to throw up.

I sat in the second row from the back and never raised my hand, even when I knew the answers. Smart kids got noticed, and I'd learned that being noticed usually led to disappointment.

Mr. Coleman handed back my quiz face-down. When I flipped it over: 91%. Purple marker, not red.

"Nice work, kid," he said quietly. "Knew you had it in you."

I stared at that number. I'd had most of the answers right the first time, then erased half of them because who was I to know anything?

I crumpled the paper and threw it away. Nobody could see that. Nobody could know I was trying.


BLUE

I know exactly when Roxanne died and Blue was born. Behind the grocery store in Ashhaven, 2:30 in the afternoon, sitting in an alley that smelled like old grease and rotten vegetables.

I had blood on my hoodie - not much. My backpack had split open. I was done crying, done trying, done with all of it.

That's when Jinx found me. Seventeen, with eyeliner that could cut glass and boots that had walked through hell. She didn't ask stupid questions like "what happened" or "are you okay." She just sat down on the dirty concrete next to me.

"I come here too," she said. "When things get bad."

She gave me gum first. "Helps with the taste of everything." Then came the little amber bottle. Two pills in her palm. "They help, if you want to stop feeling like roadkill for a while."

I took one. Swallowed it dry. Tasted bitter, but not as bitter as everything else.

When she asked my name, I said "Roxanne."

She laughed. "What, like the song? Nah. Too fancy. Too clean. That's not who you are." She looked me over - my blue hair, my eyes that felt like they'd been crying for years. "You're Blue."

I tried to argue, but she was right. Roxanne cared about quiz grades at Everest Academy. Blue didn't have to care about anything.

That night, she took me to the Graveyard Shift. Underground, violet lights, kids doing things I'd only heard whispers about. "Where the forgotten come to feel alive," Jinx called it.

And that's where Blue learned to stop feeling like roadkill permanently.


LOST

I don't know how long I spent at the Graveyard Shift. Time got weird there. The music was so loud it rattled your ribs, and the lights never stopped flashing - purple, green, making everyone look sick or dead or both.

People moved like they were swimming through thick air. Dancing, swaying, leaning against walls because standing up straight was too much work.

Nobody looked at me. Nobody gave a rip. That was exactly what I wanted.

Jinx led me to a booth in the back. A waitress dropped off two cups without asking what we wanted. The liquid glowed pink and tasted like poison and promises.

"This is where the broken kids come," Jinx said, almost fondly. "You want to forget for a while? You came to the right place."

I couldn't answer. Everything felt far away and too close at once. My skin was electric, my mouth cotton.

"Don't let it eat you up," she said.

But I was already gone. Blue was gone. Even Roxanne was gone.

There was nothing left but the music and the pills and the slow spiral down to wherever broken girls go when they stop trying to be anything else.

LOOKING BACK

I should have seen it coming the night Knox brought me to watch May Belle's debut at The Gaslight. She was all nerves and fake smiles, and when she bombed on stage, I couldn't help myself - I had to follow her into that alley. Maybe I wanted to help, or maybe I wanted to feel superior for once. Either way, it was stupid.

She slapped me. Not hard enough to bruise, but sharp enough to remind me exactly where I stood in Knox's world. When I whispered "That all you got?" I thought I was being tough. Really, I was broken. Then Knox came out, all smooth words and that bourbon voice, leading May Belle back inside like she mattered. When he turned to me with those soft hands on my arms, I actually thought he might choose me for once. Instead, he gave me that patronizing little speech about being a "fantastic stage manager" - not his girl, not his priority. I was useful, that was all. The kiss on my cheek felt like a dismissal.

I didn't cry until I woke up on the bathroom floor at the Graveyard Shift with an empty vodka bottle and the taste of my own stupidity in my mouth. That's when I knew I had to get out, before Knox's version of "love" killed what was left of me.


Chapter 1
Not the First Time

A few blocks south of Progress Street, Ashhaven's economic dividing line, a rundown warehouse-turned-nightclub billed itself as "The Graveyard Shift". In a grungy bathroom that reeked of ammonia, Roxy Dequindre leaned close to the mirror, eyeliner pencil tight in her hand—one sharp line across her lid, ending in a wing. "Better," she muttered. Her own voice came back flat against the tile.
She dragged the pencil across the other eye. Crooked.

"Whatever. Nobody's looking that close anyway."

She tugged her tank top down, smoothed the leather skirt over her hips, and checked the fishnets. One tear at the knee, but it looked intentional. "Good enough."

Finally, she clasped a spiked choker behind her neck. "You look like hell," she told her reflection. "But what else is new?"

The girl in the mirror didn't argue.

Roxy slung her bag over her shoulder, squared up, unlocked the door, and stepped out into a smoky, neon haze. She pushed through the crowd, slid into the back corner booth, and flagged down a waitress for something strong. The drink was halfway to her lips when a ripple in the crowd caught her attention. A tall woman slipped through the crush with practiced ease, the space in front of her seeming to open a fraction sooner than it should.

"Nice corner you've got here," the woman said as she stopped at Roxy's booth.

Roxy blinked against the haze and half-focused on her. This woman didn't look like the others. Too polished, too perfect. 

"Mind if I sit? You look like you could use the company."

"I'm not here for company. I'm here for this," Roxy retorted, tapping her glass with a long fingernail.

For a moment, the woman's gaze fixed on Roxy with an unreadable expression.  Soon, a waitress appeared without being called, weaving through the crowd as if she'd already known where she was needed. A full bottle of tequila and two clean glasses balanced effortlessly on a tray. No ID check. No hesitation.

"Here're your drinks, Miss Amber."

The woman's fingertips rested lightly on the bottle's neck as she drew it closer. The glass was cool, and Roxy felt the faintest shiver as it passed into her reach. Amber poured two fingers into each glass, slid one toward Roxy, and kept the other for herself. Amber sipped hers slowly; deliberate, and unbothered, while Roxy drank faster than she meant to. Deep in her chest, the heat bloomed sharp and immediate. She poured another. Within fifteen minutes, the bottle was half gone. Her laugh had grown louder, and her boots clacked out of rhythm as she moved toward the dance floor. Amber stood watching patiently until the moment came.

At the bar, Cal Walker leaned against the counter, ginger ale in front of him, still mostly full. His shoulders carried a weight of their own, and his attention turned inward.

Amber drifted into his line of sight, carefully and slowly enough to look like a coincidence.

"Ginger ale?" Her voice curved toward him, sweet but casual. "Not what I'd expect in a place like this."
Cal glanced over, mildly surprised. "Clear head," he said.

Amber gave him a small, knowing smile. "Makes sense. You don't seem like the type to get swept up in this mess." She glanced over her shoulder, then leaned in. "But sometimes it's funny how things work out. You come here for one reason, and the universe sends you another."

Cal frowned faintly. "Another what?"

She tilted her head toward the dance floor. "Someone who doesn't belong here. Someone who could use a friend."

Cal followed her gaze as Roxy stumbled and pitched sideways. She caught herself on another dancer, then let go, trying to walk and failing badly.

"Does she even know where she is?" Amber murmured, almost to herself. Her tone was light, but the words seemed to land heavier than they should. "Shame to see someone left like that."

Cal's jaw tightened. He set his drink down. Amber didn't move to stop him. The barest glint of a smile showed in her eyes.

By the time Cal reached the dance floor, Roxy was already sprawled on the sticky boards, her head tipped to one side, eyes barely open. He crouched beside her, laying a hand gently on her arm.
"Hey, take it easy. You're okay. I've got you. Breathe."

She didn't respond. Her body was limp in his arms, breathing shallow and uneven. It was as if the life had been drawn out of her. A tremor passed through her limbs, but there was no strength to fight, no instinct to pull away. For a fleeting moment, Cal froze, a sharp memory flashing to another girl, another night. His stomach knotted.

"God, no, not again," he muttered. "Stay with me, princess. You’re okay."

Pulling himself together, he adjusted his grip and lifted her. She was lighter than he expected, her head falling back against his chest. He carried her toward the exit, moving with quiet precision. Cal didn't look back at the club. He didn't have to. His focus stayed on her. On the way, her body didn't react to anything. He was determined to get her out of there. Outside, the cooler air hit him. He eased her into the backseat of his car, careful and deliberate. He closed the rear door, jaw tight, and moved to the driver's seat. His hands gripped the wheel, knuckles white. 

"Hang on," he said. "Just hang on."

Back inside the club, Amber smiled as she studied the invitations laid in their neat stack, each name a special guest for her upcoming soiree. She envisioned the spectacle in her mind’s eye. Most guests would whirl and sparkle as they always did, but a few were special. The girl in the black dress would shine without meaning to, her very presence pulling old ghosts to the surface. The rebel, all swagger and restlessness, would not be able to keep his eyes from her, and she would respond in kind. That would set his gaudy doll aflame — she burned prettily when jealous, all sharp edges and tremors. Amber tapped the corner of one envelope against her palm, amused. Fireworks without rockets, a show for her stage.  All she had to do was arrange the pieces.

Meanwhile, Roxy was dreaming. The car's low hum seeped into Roxy's bones, a vibration that seemed to come from inside her rather than under the tires. Every bump in the road jolted her deeper, breaking the surface long enough for the dream to shift before it pulled her back under.

Bare feet on hot concrete. The cracks in the sidewalk spidering away from her toes, dark with oil and rainwater. She was smaller here, her own hands dirt-smudged, nails bitten down. Somewhere ahead, a figure. Too far to reach. Her mother, maybe. The face was blurred, but the shape of a smile hovered in the air, like it belonged to a memory she didn't actually have.

"Roxy…" The voice was thin, muffled, slipping between the noise of a city she couldn't see. "Come back."

The words shifted into the screech of tires. Her knees buckled, or maybe the ground tilted. She fell, and the street was gone. Cold brick pressed against her back now. An alley, damp and airless. She folded her arms tight, shivering, though it wasn't the cold that made her shake.

Another bump in the road pulled her sideways. Her cheek met cool glass. Streetlight shadows smeared across the window, then broke apart. 

Now there was no alley, no street. Only an empty stretch of road under a washed-out sky. Her footsteps echoed without her moving. Laughter drifted in from somewhere she couldn't place: children's voices, high and weightless, vanishing before she could find them. 

A hand appeared in front of her. Not her mother's. Familiar in shape but foreign in weight, fingers reaching and then dissolving between hers like smoke.

Her breath caught. She reached again, but there was nothing to hold.

The club surged back in for a heartbeat, lights flaring too bright, bodies blurring past without faces. 

A voice cut through the din, low and close, but not one she knew. Not a voice she trusted. Her chest tightened, air thick in her lungs. She tried to move, but the dream held her still. The car rolled over another patch of rough road, and her eyes snapped open to the glare of passing headlights. Too sharp. Too bright. She blinked hard, and the world blurred again.

Somewhere ahead of her, steady and quiet: "Hang on. Just hang on."




Chapter 2
Here for Now

After pulling into a space at his complex, Cal eased Roxy out of the car and carried her into his apartment. Her body was light and limp in his arms, unresponsive. His heart was pounding.

He made his way through the cramped space and laid her down gently on the bed. Too much the gentleman to undress her, save for her boots and the spiked choker, Cal pulled the warm blankets over her. The room was still save for her shallow breaths. Her body twitched as the withdrawals began. A hot tear ran down his usually calm face. He sat on the edge of the bed, his hand instinctively finding hers. He kept his voice low and level.

"It's okay."

Minutes bled into hours. Cal couldn't let go of her hand. He wiped the sweat from her forehead, trying to calm the tremors that wracked her body.

"I'm here," he murmured again. "I've got you."

By morning, her breathing was steadier, the tremors fading. It wasn't over yet, but there was a shift.

Roxy's eyes drifted open to a world that leaned sideways, the motion turning her stomach before her head could catch up. The light stabbed through her vision, and her throat was parched. This wasn't her usual hangover. The familiar dull throb was there, but there was something sharper, stranger. The echo of something else that had been in her drink.

"Oh my God," she groaned, curling herself inward, clutching the blankets close. Her limbs felt heavy, her muscles ached, and her stomach was a heaving mess. She tried to sit up, but the room tipped again, forcing her back down.

The air was clean here. Too clean. A thread of lavender hung in it, warm but somehow deliberate. Then she saw him. A man sat in a chair next to the bed, his hand around hers. She ripped her hand free, the sudden movement making her stomach knot.

"Who are you? What did you do to me?" Her voice scraped, dry from thirst and panic. The blanket came up like a shield. "Oh my God…did we...?" She swallowed hard. "Did you…?"

Her skin went hot, every muscle drawn tight. "I don't know you!"

The man kept his movements unhurried. His eyes held firm. "Take it easy. Nothing happened. You're safe here."

"Where the hell is here?" she shot back. She buried her face into the pillow, a muffled, angry sob escaping into the fabric. "What did you do to me?"

"I didn't give you anything, if that's what you mean," Cal said, even and unflinching. "You were at a club. I saw you take a hard fall. I got you out."

Her breathing came fast, but her body refused to follow the impulse to run. "Stay…stay away from me."

He stepped back, palms loose at his sides. "Okay, take it easy." His voice was still soothing.

"I don't know you," she said again, smaller this time. "I don't know anything right now."

Her energy drained, and she sank deeper into the mattress, the blanket still gathered in a knot at her chest. Cal adjusted it without crowding her and made sure it didn't pull against her arms.

"I know," he said, patting her shoulder softly. "It's okay."

Through the corner of her eye, she tracked him warily as he crossed to the kitchen. The floorboards carried each step, followed by the soft, measured sounds of a kettle. A jar opened, and water poured. There was nothing hurried about it.

He came back with a mug. "Here. Try this."

Her gaze stayed on him, then moved to the cup. She shifted slowly, propped herself enough to take one sip. Warmth spread through her chest, the flavor light and faintly sweet, but beneath it, something she couldn't name, like the trace of a voice she almost remembered. Cal set the mug on the nightstand without asking for more. He sat where he'd been before, watching without pressing.

"You're okay," he said, almost like he was testing it.

"I am so not okay," she snapped back, holding her head.

"Right," Cal replied. "I get that. But you're safe now."

Her grip on the blanket eased slightly. She lowered herself back, the tea cooling beside her. The quiet grew, filled only by the low hum of the fridge and the faint scent of chamomile. Cal stayed close, ready to see this through.

As morning eased into midday, Roxy rubbed her aching eyes, and Cal led her to the couch. Her gaze stayed on him as he sat down in a second-hand recliner. She'd barely taken him in before—too dizzy, too disoriented—but now, with the fog lifting from her mind, she could see more.

"You're not what I expected," Roxy mumbled. "You're not some smooth talker or stupid charmer."

Cal looked up in acknowledgment, surprised at her sudden attempt at conversation.

"How are you feeling?" he asked, though he already had a pretty good idea.

"You need a haircut," she replied absently.

Cal self-consciously brushed his messy hair off his forehead. She wasn't wrong, but this wasn't quite the conversation he'd been expecting. She was clearly not all together yet.

"Let me fix it," Roxy said, slurring her words slightly as she tried to stand up. She swayed unsteadily, then sat back down hard.

"Easy," Cal responded. "I'll come to you."

As Cal made his way to the sofa, Roxy's thoughts whirled. There was a tenderness to his posture that made her nervous in a way she couldn't quite understand. Had she really found one of the good guys? A rescuer rather than a rogue? His eyes were steady, unwavering, not like the eyes of some other guys who always wanted something from her. Cal could see that she'd gone a thousand miles away.

"Still there, princess?" he asked.

Roxy snapped back to reality, narrowing her eyes slightly, still guarded.
"I'm not your princess," she seethed.

"Okay, okay," Cal conceded, "But cut me some slack, here. You haven't told me your name yet."

It was true. And she didn't know his yet, either. Roxy wasn't in the habit of letting anyone close, least of all someone who could potentially turn into another nightmare. But there was no bravado, no ego with him. She shifted her gaze down to the mug in her hands, her fingers wrapped tightly around it.

"I don't know you," she whispered, not for the first time, her voice still raw.

Cal didn't flinch at her words, didn't look away, didn't take it personally. His eyes fixed on hers. The intensity of his attention made her look away for a moment. He slowly rose, walked over to his dresser, and came back with a white button-down shirt and a pair of gray sweatpants.

"Cal," he said. "Cal Walker. There, now you know me." He handed her the clothes and sat down beside her.

Reality ran her over like a freight train. As the mental cobwebs began to clear, she realized she was still wearing her party clothes.

He never undressed me. Maybe we didn't, after all?

The thought was completely disarming. For a second, she thought about looking away, pulling her hand back, breaking the connection, but for some reason, this time, she didn't. Not couldn't, simply didn't. Didn't even want to. This time, she stayed, watching his eyes, waiting for him to say anything to break the tension between them.

"You're safe here," Cal repeated once again.

This was a new experience for her. For once, a man wasn't trying to take advantage, wasn't trying to fix her. At least not in the way people usually did. He wasn't looking for anything, and somehow that unsettled and reassured her at the same time.

"I know," she whispered, gripping his hand a little tighter.

She didn't want to feel this. Didn't want to start trusting him, especially not when everything inside her screamed to hold on tight to her defenses. But she couldn't ignore the fact that, for the first time in God knew how long, she didn't feel like the only thing she had was her fear.

"Want to change?"

Cal's words broke her reverie. He was pointing toward the shirt. Her eyes dropped to the sparkle of her club top, the straps askew, the hem wrinkled and stained. Glitter clung to her skin. She shifted in her seat, suddenly itchy with discomfort.

"Yeah," she responded quietly.

Roxy picked up the clothes cautiously, eyeing them like they might explode. The shirt was soft and smelled faintly of cedar and something else—soap, maybe. Clean. Not sterile. Cared for.

"Bathroom's down the hall," Cal directed. "First door on the right."

She rose slowly, still a bit shaky, catching herself on the arm of the couch as the dizziness hit and her knees gave a little, then padded down the hallway toward the bathroom. Cal lived alone and didn't usually lock the door, didn't need to. The staccato click of the lock echoed like a punctuation mark. A while later, she emerged to find Cal wiping down the counter. He looked up as she appeared, taking in the oversized shirt and sweatpants that made her look smaller, younger somehow.

"Why did you help me?" Roxy asked suddenly. "What's the catch?"

His answer came slowly, as he measured each word.

"Nothing," he said. "I don't want anything from you. You were in trouble. It felt like the right thing to do."

The words should have felt empty—patronizing, even—but they didn't. They felt like a lifeline, a promise that he wouldn't be another person out to take something from her.

She found herself staring into her empty teacup, not really focusing on anything in particular.  Holding onto the moment.

"My throat hurts," Roxy whimpered, needing to change the subject.

Cal left for a moment and returned with a hot beverage. Roxy took a small sip of the tea and relaxed slightly as its warmth spread through her body.

"I'm not used to this," Roxy said, her voice barely a whisper. "People don't do this. They don't...help."

"Well," Cal said, leaning back slightly, "maybe you haven't met the right kind of people."

Roxy snorted softly, but it didn't have the usual bite. "Yeah, right."

They sat at the kitchen table and enjoyed comfortable silence for a while. Eventually, Roxy's tea cooled, and the trembling in her hands stopped.

"Roxy," she said quietly and immediately regretted it.

"Thanks," Cal stumbled. "I think?"

Roxy glanced at him again, then muttered, "I left my backpack at the club. It has my stuff in it."

Cal's eyes flicked up. For the briefest second, he opened his mouth—almost to say, "Wait here, I'll go get it, "but the words never made it out. He froze. Somewhere behind his eyes, something shifted. He wasn't looking at Roxy anymore. He was looking at someone else entirely. A young girl's body lying on the floor, lifeless.

"I'm really craving Chinese," she'd said, "you know, from that one place I like." 

Her words echoed through his memory. He hadn't been gone that long. He’d gone out to grab some food. Thought she'd be fine until he got back. She should've been. He should've...

Cal shook himself back into the present. Roxy saw it. The way Cal's jaw clenched, how his eyes lost focus for a split second. She didn't say anything, but she filed it away. A flash of something deeper that he didn't talk about. Cal rubbed the back of his neck, stood up slowly, and retrieved his phone while Roxy waited quietly. He stared at the device for a long second before finally dialing.

"Hey, Tom," he said when the voice picked up. "I need a favor."

While they waited, Cal made a light meal for the two of them. Eventually, there was a knock at the door.

"That's Tom," said Cal as he stood.

Roxy retreated to the bedroom while Cal opened the door just wide enough to see a lanky guy in a hoodie holding a weathered, olive-green backpack.

"You're a saint," Cal said.

"You owe me one," Tom replied, grinning. "What's going on, man?"

"Long story. I'll fill you in later. Can't talk now."

Tom's eyebrows rose, curious, but he nodded. "All right. You're definitely buying lunch, and I'm expecting a story."

Cal agreed and took the backpack. He shut the door gently behind him, then turned and set the bag on the floor near the couch.

"My bag," Roxy said, relief evident in her voice.

"Yeah," Cal said. "They had it behind the bar. Bartender said it wasn't the first time."

She winced visibly as she nodded and swallowed hard, then picked up the bag and disappeared down the hall. When she came back, she was Roxy again—dingy white tank top, ripped jeans, hair shoved back and tucked behind her ears in a careless, half-damp way that suggested she didn't care how it looked. Glitter still clung stubbornly to her skin, but she looked more like herself. Or, at least, more like someone she could tolerate being, at least for one more day. Cal didn't say anything. He didn't need to. She sat down again, modestly tucking her bra strap a little further under her tank top.

"Thanks," she said, without looking at him.

"You're welcome," Cal replied, equally quiet.

"Thanks," she said, without looking at him.

"You're welcome," Cal replied.

Roxy’s hair felt like straw after last night. She pulled her backpack closer and unzipped it. Digging past a broken compact, a packet of gum, a half-empty bottle of lavender lotion, Roxy finally found her battered brush at the bottom. As she pulled it out, her fingers brushed against something unfamiliar—slick, glossy. She pulled it out with a faint frown. The object turned out to be a colorful pamphlet made of thick, glossy paper and folded into thirds. Roxy unfolded it slowly, expecting a coupon or gym ad.

Across the front, in swirling pastel letters, it read:

“Sugar Plum Falls: A Sweet Place to Start Over.”

The dreamlike artwork depicted streets lined with twinkling lampposts and crooked chimneys. A green trolley rounded a bend past candy-colored shops, Wildflowers leaned lazily out of a flower cart. The whole thing shimmered with a surreal cheer, as if someone had painted comfort and made it a place. Roxy stared in disbelief.

"You good?" Cal asked, noticing her pause.

She held up the pamphlet, brow creased. "This was in my bag."
Cal came over, took it from her hands. "Yours?"

She shook her head. "Never seen it before."

He turned it over. No stamp. No mailing address. Only a delicate little web address printed in faint, pearlescent ink, but nothing familiar to either of them. Underneath that, tucked small and elegant into the corner, a line of handwritten-looking text read,

“For those who need a softer landing.”

Cal let out a slow, thoughtful breath.

"You thinking what I'm thinking?"

Roxy glanced from the flyer to the window. The city was still out there, all concrete and noise and ghosts. She bit the inside of her cheek, then gave a half-shrug that was more honest than indecisive.

"I'm thinking it's weird," she said.

Cal's lips twitched as he thought about saying something, but held back. He set the flyer gently on the counter. It didn't flutter. It landed like it had chosen its spot.
They didn't say anything else for a while.

The next morning, the aroma of slightly-burnt coffee drifted through the air. Cal stood by the stovetop in yesterday's shirt, hair sticking up in a half-hearted rebellion against sleep. He nudged something in the skillet with a chipped spatula. The eggs weren't pretty, but the smell of bacon made up for it. 

Roxy sat at the scarred little kitchen table, knees pulled up under Cal's oversized button-down, which she now wore over her tank top. She cupped a chipped coffee mug between both hands. She watched Cal quietly for a minute, the sunlight casting soft stripes through the blinds across his back. It had been a while since he'd made breakfast for two, she noted.

She cleared her throat gently. "You always make breakfast like this?"

Cal glanced over his shoulder, unbothered. "You mean with whatever's left in the fridge and a wing and a prayer?"

She smirked, then looked down into her mug. The coffee was black and aromatic. "Mahogany," the package named it. Cal slid a plate in front of her: eggs, toast, and a couple of strawberries he'd clearly found near the bottom of the fridge and decided were still good enough. 

Roxy nudged a piece of toast around with her finger. "That place," she said eventually, not looking up.

Cal didn't respond right away but kept chewing. When she finally met his eyes, he set down his fork. "The one in that flyer?" he asked.

Roxy's face held an unusual expression. Cal could tell she was thinking hard about something.

"Yeah. That one."

He leaned back in the chair, watching her. "What about it?"

She stared at her plate for a long moment. "What if it's just some stupid scam?

Cal snorted into his coffee. "Wouldn't be the first time someone tried to sell us salvation in a handmade wrapper."

That got a half-laugh out of her, but her fingers tightened around the mug. "I'm not saying we should go," she said, quieter now. "I'm only saying that I don't hate the idea of 'a sweet place to start over.'"

He studied her. "You scared?"

"A little," she admitted. Then, after a breath: "But staying here, if I stay here..."

Cal nodded slowly. "You're worried that last night won't be the last time."

More silence. This time with an edge. Roxy let out a heavy sigh.

"Yeah." A pause. "I can't keep living like this." She was staring deep into her coffee mug.

"Not the first time you've told yourself that," Cal responded softly.

Roxy didn't answer directly, but tilted her head toward the counter, toward the flyer. "We wouldn't have to stay forever. Just, you know, go see what it is."

She set down her mug and looked at him directly. "I got this tattoo a while back. Reminds me why I can't give up on getting out of here."

Without thinking it through, she lifted the hem of her tank top enough to show the script under her ribs. "Here for now, not forever."

Cal's eyes widened. Whether it was the words themselves or the unexpected glimpse of lace, she'd never know. His chair tipped backward with a crash that rattled the whole kitchen.

"Oh my God, Cal!" Roxy jumped up, letting her shirt fall back down. "Are you okay?"

From the floor came a muffled groan. "I'm fine. Totally fine. Chair's... slippery."

She bit her lip to keep from laughing. "Slippery."

"Very slippery."

Cal carefully pulled himself back up, righting the chair with exaggerated caution. He sat back down, avoiding eye contact, his face still slightly pink.

"So," he said, clearing his throat and reaching for his coffee like nothing had happened. "This place. Sugar Plum Falls."

Roxy settled back into her seat, fighting a smile. "Yeah. That place." She paused, then added more quietly, "It might be good for us."

"Us?" he asked.

She blinked. "Well, yeah. I'm not doing this solo. You're the one with the car, remember?"

Cal gave a slight, knowing smile. Transportation wasn't the only thing on her mind.

Roxy glanced away, suddenly self-conscious. "I mean, unless you've got other plans." She was backpedaling. "You don't have to."

He reached out and gently took her hand. "No plans."

At the touch of his hand, she looked up. He could feel her trembling a little.

"I mean, I don't want to be in your way. You don't have to do this for me."

He gave her hand a slight squeeze. "I wouldn't want it any other way."

She raised her mug uncertainly in a half-toast. "To a sweet start over?"

He clinked his mug against hers. "To starting over."

"Let me know when you're ready to pack," he added. 

Roxy picked up her worn-out backpack and slung it over her shoulder.

"All set."


Chapter 3
Playing Possum

The old Civic coughed once, then settled into a lopsided hum like it wasn't quite convinced about this trip. Cal patted the dash affectionately. "Come on, girl. One more miracle."

Roxy buckled herself in, boots planted on the floor like she was bracing for liftoff. Her olive-green backpack rested in her lap, zipper still slightly askew. She hadn't bothered to fix it. The thing had been through worse.

Shocks creaked and tires hissed on the rain-damp pavement as they pulled away from the curb. Neither of them looked back at the apartment. No need. What mattered was ahead—or somewhere else entirely.

City blocks slid past. Faded billboards. Chain-link fences. A man asleep on a bus bench. Roxy watched it all through the passenger window, her reflection ghosting beside her like a younger, more tired version of herself.

"You okay?" Cal asked, eyes still on the road.

She hesitated. "Yeah."

Then, after a beat: "Not the first time I've run, but. "

Cal didn't say anything as he cautiously reached across the center console and laid his hand gently on hers.

"First time you've had someone to run with," he added softly, finishing her thought.

Roxy didn't answer, but swallowed hard, turned toward the window, and discreetly wiped a tear from her eye.

"Yeah," she whispered after a while.

Regrouping, Roxy turned her head to the windshield, watching the exit signs peel past one by one, green and white and unimportant. Until finally, one of them came into view announcing their eventual destination:

Sugar Plum Falls – 29 miles

She nodded to herself. Didn't smile. But her shoulders dropped noticeably. The highway stretched endlessly ahead, broken only by the occasional roadkill and rusted guardrail. Roxy shifted in her seat for the tenth time in five minutes, the glossy flyer crinkling softly in her restless fingers. She held it up to the light, examining the heavy stock paper. Nice weight that would hold a crease and keep a point. Her eyes traced the fold lines already pressed into the paper—horizontal thirds, unfortunately, but maybe she could work around them. The flyer gave a tiny shiver in her hands. Roxy blinked, looking closer at the paper. Had it just...? She held it still, watching. Nothing. Had to be her imagination. She started to fold one corner experimentally, and the entire flyer trembled like a leaf in a breeze that didn't exist.

"Okay, that's weird," she muttered.

"What's weird?" Cal asked, glancing over.

Roxy held up the flyer. "I think... I think this thing just moved."

Cal's eyebrows rose. "Moved?"

"Yeah. On its own. Like it was scared or something." She looked at the flyer suspiciously. 

Cal gave her a sideways look that was half-concerned, half-amused. "Maybe you should put that away and get some rest. It's been a long day."

Roxy shrugged and tucked the flyer back into her bag, but she kept glancing at it. The miles rolled by in comfortable quiet, both of them lost in their own thoughts about what they'd find in their new town. The Civic didn't quite make it. A few miles outside town, the car gave a sputter, then slowly died.

Cal's knuckles tightened on the wheel as the car lost power. Roxy looked over sharply. "Is that normal?"
"No," Cal muttered grimly, coasted the old car toward the only visible landmark: a battered, arrow-shaped sign that read:

LEDBETTER AUTO--HONEST REPAIRS--CASH ONLY

It featured a cartoon raccoon in sunglasses. Charming, if the engine hadn't started belching white smoke. Cal managed to roll them into the cracked lot of a squat, corrugated-metal garage. The building looked like it had survived a few tornadoes, but only barely. The air smelled like motor oil, scorched rubber, and something vaguely fried.

The garage door screeched open with a metallic groan. Out stepped a man in snakeskin boots and a thin, faded tank. His hair looked like he'd lost a fight with a leaf blower. Grease streaked his jeans. The rag he used to wipe his hands did little to help.

"Name's Ledbetter," the man said, sticking out a grimy hand. "Most folks call me Possum."

Cal didn't shake. "Cal."

Possum raised an eyebrow. "Just Cal?"

"Just Cal."

The mechanic grinned, all teeth and swagger. "Well, I'll be. Y'all broke down, or just here for the atmosphere?"

Cal stepped forward, instinctively shielding Roxy with a slight shift of his stance. "Engine's knocking. Need a look."

The man squinted toward the car, then back at them. "She got a name?"

Cal blinked. "The car?"

"Nah," the man said, eyes drifting toward Roxy. "Her."

Roxy didn't flinch, but her posture shifted. His eyes weren't meeting hers, but considerably lower. Roxy swung her backpack around and held it in front of her chest, pretending to search for some needed object. Possum's gaze returned to Cal.

"Roxy," she said flatly, looking up from her bag, but keeping it in front of her.

Possum turned and strolled toward the Civic, popped the hood and peered inside. Possum straightened for a moment, wiping his hands on the rag and wandering back toward a cluttered workbench. 

The wall above it was a patchwork of curling posters and yellowed clippings, county fair flyers, rodeo ads, and right in the middle, a glossy promo shot of a young May Belle Slocum. It depicted her mid-song with a microphone in her hand, gaudy rhinestone boots, and big hair. Another, newer, had "Black Pine Amphitheatre" splashed across the top in bold letters. Somebody had scrawled FLOP across the corner in marker. Roxy's eyes lingered long enough for Possum to notice. His grin soured.

"Yeah, that's her. May Belle Slocum. Thought she was Nashville-bound, openin' for Darla freakin' DeWitt." He snorted, half-laugh, half-spite.

"Whole country saw it. Voice cracked, forgot her own damn song. Folks laughed her right off the stage.  Poor woman ain't been the same since."

He tapped the photo with a dirty fingernail, leaving a smudge across her smile.
"We were a thing, back then. Guess I wasn't good enough once 'Belle thought she was hot stuff. Ran off soon as this other guy come sniffin' around in his leather coat. Thought he was gonna save her." His jaw tightened. "Now she's back here, actin' like nothin' happened. But I remember."

Possum snorted, jabbing the rag toward the clippings like they'd done him wrong. "Now she's struttin' around here fixin' to be the next Amber Glitterpop. Thinks she can swan her way into those soirées, queen bee crown and all. Hell, she even drags Knox along sometimes, like that slick grin of his is worth somethin'."

Roxy's eyes narrowed at the name. Her jaw tightened, but she said nothing. She lifted her backpack a little higher on her shoulder. Possum mistook her silence for agreement and went back to the engine, humming off-key. "Ain't no fixing some people," he muttered. "They break themselves."

His story finished, Possum ducked under the hood, humming tunelessly. The engine hissed, a curl of smoke drifting up ominously. Possum leaned back, rag over his shoulder, and ambled toward the workbench.

Roxy didn't wait for Possum to say anything else. She turned to Cal and said quietly, "We're not staying here."

Cal nodded. "Didn't plan on it."

Possum overheard anyway. "Suit yourselves," he said with a shrug, already elbow-deep in the engine. "There's a hotel up the road. Pink building. You can't miss it. Ask for Ruby, but don't tell her Possum sent ya. She'll charge you double."

He snorted at his own joke, then went back to work under the hood, humming something that sounded like a country cover of a heavy metal song. Without their ride, they had no choice but to walk. Roxy's eyes were narrow and distant. Once they were safely out of earshot, she snorted audibly.

"Men, huh?" said Cal, trying to make light of the encounter.

"Not all of them," Roxy said, giving his hand a quick squeeze. "But that one?" 

Her scowl returned. "I'm lucky I still have my shirt on. He'll probably want a peek before he gives us the car back."

They walked a few paces in silence, gravel crunching underfoot. Then Roxy added, "What kind of name is Amber Glitterpop?" 

"Sounds like dollar store lip gloss," Roxy quipped without looking over.  

Cal gave a short huff, not quite a laugh. 

"Possum made it sound like she runs the whole town." Roxy shook her head. 

"And May Belle wants to be her? Fabulous." Her mouth pulled into a tight line. 

"You sure about this little field trip we're on?" 

Cal didn't answer right away, but he glanced at her sidelong. "That Knox part got to you." 

Roxy pulled her hand back and crossed her arms tight against her ribs. "I'm fine."


Chapter 4
The Other Side of Nowhere


Following Possum's directions, Roxy and Cal continued up the road and finally found shelter at the Pink Gingham Motel. The decrepit, stucco building sat in the rural, no-man's land between Ashhaven and Sugar Plum Falls.

Roxy raised an eyebrow. "Promising."

Cal sighed. "One night. Then we find someplace better."

She nodded slowly. "Yeah. Somewhere better."

Behind the counter sat a woman with hair the color of peach taffy and teased into a beehive. She wore a pink housecoat with embroidered cherries and stared at a tiny black-and-white TV playing I Love Lucy reruns.

The woman looked up. Her eyes were rimmed in thick turquoise liner. She popped her gum and said, "How's room 3? Only one with a working shower."

Cal sighed as he slid some folded bills across the counter. "We'll take 3."

Ruby plucked a key off a small carousel and passed it over. "Don't let the wallpaper get to you. It moves sometimes, but it don't bite."

Roxy glanced sideways at Cal. He took the key. "Thanks."

They climbed some rickety stairs and made their way down a short hall. Room 3 had a lopsided door whose paint had mostly peeled away. Inside, the room was small, square, and almost comically outdated: floral wallpaper curling at the edges, a heart-shaped mirror above a dresser missing two drawers, and a double bed covered in a faded quilt patterned with strawberries and squirrels playing harmonicas.

Roxy dropped her bag with a soft thud and looked around. "It sucks," she observed dryly.

"It's got four walls, a roof, and a door that locks," Cal pointed out.
She allowed herself a resigned smile, then let herself fall onto the bed, already fighting sleep.

Cal tossed his bag in the corner, kicked off his shoes, and dropped into the lone chair in the room. She watched him for a while, then sat back up slowly, legs curled under her. The room was quiet except for the soft buzz of a neon sign outside. As the room dimmed with the fall of evening, Roxy rose from the bed, turned on a small lamp, walked to the window, and fussed with the curtain string as she stared outside.

"So…is this the part where we pretend it's not weird that there's only one bed?" Cal asked, breaking the silence. "I can sleep on the floor," he said quickly.

"Don't be ridiculous."

"I'm not being ridiculous. You take the bed."

"Cal, you're not sleeping on the floor."

"I've slept in worse places."

"So have I. That's not the point."

"Then what is the point?"

Roxy rubbed her temples. She was too tired for this. "Fine. Whatever. Take the floor."

"Good."

"But I'm giving you the extra blanket."

"Deal."

"It means something," Roxy continued, tossing him a pillow and pointing at the floor. 

Cal lay down and wrapped up in a thin blanket. "It's okay."

"Hey," she said suddenly.

"Yeah?"

"Thanks."

"For what?"

"For not making this weird."

"You're welcome."

"Still don't know why you helped me," she said after a while.

"Still don't have a good answer. Cal replied. Get some sleep."

But that night, Cal dreamed of someone else.

The next morning dawned struggling and gray. Cal stood by the small, plastic coffee machine in the corner. He pressed the button. Nothing happened. He pressed it again, muttering under his breath.

Roxy stirred on the bed, tangled in the quilt, her eyes barely open. "Is that coffee?"

Cal looked over his shoulder and cracked a sleepy smile. "It might be eventually."

She groaned and rolled over. "It's too early for jokes."

He yawned hard, turned back to the machine. Cal stretched his arms, still trying to shake the cobwebs as the machine finally gurgled to life.

"You want sugar in yours, Josie?" he half-yawned.

The whole room seemed to hold its breath. Even the coffee pot seemed to shut up.

Roxy sat up straight. "What?"

Cal froze. Back still turned. Hand halfway to the sugar packet.

Roxy sat up slowly, the haze peeling back enough for the name to register. 

"What did you call me?"

He didn't move.

Roxy's voice sharpened. "What did you say?"

He set the sugar down gently on the counter. Turned. His face was pale.
"I'm sorry," he said softly. "I didn't mean—"

"Who's Josie?" Roxy demanded.

Cal's shoulders drooped.

She sat up straighter. "Is she someone you knew?"

His lips parted, but the words wouldn't come.

Roxy stared at him. And then, with no edge, only sad understanding, "She's someone you lost, isn't she?"

He flinched noticeably.

She looked down at the blanket in her lap, fiddling idly with a loose thread.

"That's what this is," she murmured. "You're not saving me. You're trying to fix that."

"That's not fair." Cal's voice was hoarse.

"Isn't it?" she asked, looking up now. "You found me on the floor and thought—what? Here's your second chance?"

"It's not like that."

"Then tell me what it is, Cal."

He swallowed. The air between them was bitter now.

"I didn't mean to call you that," he said. "I haven't said her name out loud in...I don't even know how long."

"What happened to her?" she asked softly. "She was like me," she asked finally. "Wasn't she?"

Cal turned halfway, not enough to face her, his jaw tight. 

"I don't know," he said. "You're not the same. But...when I saw you that night, something hit me so hard, I...It was like watching it happen all over again."

Roxy looked at the floor, avoiding his gaze.

"I figured you for the white knight type," she said. "But I didn't think you were running from ghosts."

"I wasn't," he said, finally facing her. "Not until I saw you. Then I realized...Maybe I never stopped."

Roxy nodded slowly, absorbing and accepting it.

"But I'm not her," she insisted.

"I know."

"And you don't owe me anything."

"I know that too."

"You really suck at coffee," Roxy added dryly, desperate to change the subject.

Cal blinked. "Excuse me?"

She smirked. "It's terrible. I can smell it from here."

He laughed. For real this time. After what barely passed for coffee, it was time to head into town. The motel door creaked open with a reluctant groan, and Cal stepped out first, holding the door. Roxy followed, backpack slung over one shoulder, her free hand shoved in her jacket pocket. The morning air smelled faintly of wildflowers and...was that cotton candy? Neither said anything as they began walking. At length, Roxy reached out a little, palm open. Cal slid his hand into hers.


Chapter 5
Maybe Not


Still without their car, Cal and Roxy walked the short distance from the Pink Gingham to a weathered platform, behind which stood a small grove of trees. A hand-painted sign read “Trolley Every 20 Minutes - Exact Change Appreciated.”

“We can get a ride back once we know the car’s fixed,” Cal explained, fishing quarters from his pocket.

The trolley was painted mint green with yellow trim, its bell chiming cheerfully as it rolled to a stop. The conductor, a woman in a conductor’s cap decorated with fabric daisies, waved them aboard with a smile.
As they settled into seats with worn velvet cushions, the trolley rolled through countryside lined with trees that seemed too cheerful for a typical morning. One mailbox looked like a gumdrop. Another had googly eyes. Soon they reached a large, colorful, handmade sign:

WELCOME TO SUGAR PLUM FALLS, EST. 1879.

Roxy blinked. “Did that just shimmer?” 

“Trick of the light,” Cal replied uncertainly. “Had to be. Right?” 

“Yeah,” Roxy agreed, trying to convince herself more than anything. 

“Either way,” Cal said.  “We’re here.”

The town looked like something out of a children’s book. Timbered cottages sagged with age, flower boxes overflowed with tulips, while squirrels played in the trees.

“This place is weird,” Roxy smirked.

But for the first time in a long while, she wasn’t wondering when the other shoe would drop. The pair trudged to a spot south of the main street, shoes crunching over glittering gravel. The Sugar Plum Griddle, its crooked sign swinging in the breeze, looked perfect for breakfast.

A neon heart in the window buzzed, half-lit. The words below it read: 

“Coffee. Comfort. Chaos.” 

“Breakfast?” Cal asked. 

“Definitely,” she said. 

Inside, the diner was a patchwork of mismatched everything. Walls painted soft lilac, tabletops that shimmered slightly when the light hit them right, and shelves lined with teapots that might’ve once been alive.
The air smelled like cinnamon rolls, vanilla bean, and something warmer. Home, maybe.

“Table or a booth?” asked a voice that was too perky for Roxy’s taste.

She stepped into view like she’d appeared from thin air. Her name, Morgan, was scrawled on a pastel name tag decorated with a gaudy flower sticker. She looked like a teenage Mary Poppins with her hair pulled back in a tight, neat bun, navy dress with wide straps and big buttons, white, knee-high socks, and shiny saddle shoes. Her apron read: “Sass Served Here.”

Cal opened his mouth, but Roxy was already scanning the room.

“Booth,” she said quickly. “Back corner.”

Morgan didn’t blink at the urgency. She simply nodded and led the way with a skip in her step.

“What are we drinking today?” she asked as they slid into the booth.

“Two shots of vodka, straight,” snarked Roxy without looking up.
Morgan didn’t blink as Cal quickly corrected.

“Coffee for both of us,” he said, giving Roxy a look. “Black.”

Morgan returned shortly with two steaming mugs and a pair of menus.
Cal shrugged. “Just got into town.”

Roxy kicked him under the table and cut in fast. “Passing through.”

Morgan caught the pause and nodded.

“No worries, Miss Mystery. I won’t tell.”

Roxy scowled slightly.

“Now,” she said, tapping her pen to her chin, “are you in the mood for something sweet, something salty, or something that will make you question the boundaries of maple?”

“Strawberry pancakes,” Cal said, without thinking twice.

Morgan grinned. “I like it.”

She turned to Roxy, who was chewing on her thumbnail and staring into the coffee.

“Same,” she said without looking up.

“Coming right up,” replied the waitress eagerly. 

She twirled and floated back toward the kitchen as silence settled over the booth. Roxy stared down at her coffee.

“She’s a freaking cartoon,” Roxy muttered under her breath.

Cal sipped his coffee and smiled behind the mug.

While they were waiting, the bell over the Sugar Plum’s door chimed cheerily. Roxy was still sipping her coffee and didn’t look up at first. Then, May Belle Slocum arrived at the diner like the opening number of a rockabilly opera no one asked for but couldn’t look away from. Her top was a riot of pink and purple leopard print. A rhinestone-studded belt was cinched through the loops of a black leather miniskirt that left too little to the imagination. Gaudy floral-print tights tried desperately to hide an abundance of cellulite. 

Glittery silver platform sandals completed the look. She was a walking rainbow that made highlighters look dull. Her blonde hair bounced in perfect waves as she scanned the diner with the kind of look that could make grown men nervous. One hand was on Knox’s arm; the other held a pink phone case covered in glitter stickers and shaped like a strawberry. Behind her cheap, white sunglasses, her lashes fluttered lazily. No one had asked for a performance, but May Belle was giving one anyway.

The guy with her, Knoxville Barnes, was pure cool—motorcycle boots, vintage leather jacket, and hair too perfect to be accidental. A single chain at his neck winked in the light as he scanned the diner with amusement. He exuded effortless swagger and a smile that said, ‘I don’t care, but you probably should.  He almost seemed to hear a theme song following him. 

When she finally noticed them, Roxy nearly knocked her coffee over. She dug frantically through her bag until she found a pair of dark sunglasses. She had them on in an instant, then pulled her hair back with a scrunchy. It was the closest thing she had to a disguise. Cal didn’t know them, but he knew that look on Roxy’s face. A pair of ghosts had just walked in.
Meanwhile, at the counter, Morgan greeted the newcomers with a practiced smile.

“What can I get you folks?”

Knox leaned against the counter and crooned, “Well, hello there, beautiful. Has anyone ever told you that you have the most incredible... eyes?”

May Belle’s smile tightened. “Knox...”

“What? I’m just being friendly!” He turned back to Morgan with a grin. 

“You know, I’m something of a connoisseur of fine things: vintage cars, aged whiskey...stunning waitresses.”

Morgan didn’t even look up from her notepad. “Uh-huh. Coffee?”

“Actually,” Knox continued, “I was wondering if you might be free later? I could show you my motorcycle. Sleek Italian model. Very sophisticated.”

“Really?” Morgan feigned interest. “What kind?”

May Belle’s face went crimson. “It’s a scooter,” she growled, hand to her face.

“All rev and no performance, huh?” Morgan cooed, setting down her pen.

“How ’bout you order some coffee?”

May Belle buried her face in her hands. “Yes. Coffee. Black.”

As Morgan turned on her heel and walked away, May Belle glared. “How dare you?”

“What?” Knox grinned. “I was only talking to her.”

“You were undressin’ her with your wanderin' eyes,”

“Oh, please,” Morgan scoffed as she returned with two mugs and a pitcher.

“I’ve heard better flirting from a salt shaker. Now what’s breakfast gonna be?”

From their booth, Cal continued to watch the bizarre couple at the counter.

“Why do I feel like they brought their own weather system?” Cal muttered.

Roxy didn’t answer. She wasn’t breathing right. Not quite a panic attack, but not far from it, either. Her and her eyes were fixed on the laminated tabletop like it could offer a portal out of this moment. Finally, Cal couldn’t take it. He leaned forward, lowering his voice.

“Who are they?”

“Who?”

“Blondie and leather jacket.” Cal replied.

Roxy snorted softly. “How should I know?” she snapped back a little too aggressively.

“You know them,” Cal insisted.

“Fine, damn it, I know them,” Roxy huffed.

“I take it they’re not from around here,” Cal murmured.

Roxy shook her head. “No,” she snapped. “They’re not. He and I,...We were...She… It’s a long story. A bad one...I don’t want to be here,” Roxy snapped suddenly.

“Okay,” Cal said calmly, sensing Roxy’s alarm. “Take it easy. Let’s wait for a minute. Let them settle, then slide out.”

“There’s a side door,” she said impatiently. “Back corner, next to the pie case. Leads out near the trash bins.”

Cal nodded. By now, Roxy was physically shaking. 
 
“Soon,” he whispered, reaching across the table and taking her hand. “Hang on. You’re safe.”

Back at the counter, May Belle was now snapping a selfie with her pancake stack, holding her phone high while Knox leaned in behind her, flashing a peace sign and a grin that had no business being that charming.

“I swear, this place would be adorable if it had decent lighting,” she said. “Why is everything in this town always pastel? I feel like I’m trapped in an Easter basket.”

“Come on, you’re gonna love it here,” Knox chided with a sideways smirk. “You just hate not being the brightest thing in the room.”

She blew him a kiss across the whipped cream as Morgan returned with their dessert orders. Roxy used the distraction to lean in toward Cal.

“We’re going,” she insisted, and practically dragged him out of the booth.

May Belle sensed the commotion behind her and popped open a silver compact, pretending to check her lipstick in the mirror. She watched the reflection with a degree of interest: a dark-haired girl in sunglasses and a tank top and some guy in a plaid shirt. May Belle’s eyes narrowed. Something about the girl gave her a weird vibe. 

She turned her head to get a better look, but by then they were gone. She snapped the compact shut and went back to sipping her drink. Probably another one of Knox’s admirers, scared off by May Belle’s obvious superiority. She smiled with arrogant satisfaction. Knox attracted them like gnats, and May Belle excelled at scaring them off. Still, she couldn’t shake it. Something was off about this one. Wait. Was that...?  

“No,” she told herself. “Couldn’t be.”

But it was, and somewhere deep down, May Belle knew it. Roxy Dequindre was back in her life. For a split second, her lips parted as a memory tried to surface, but then she smoothed them shut with hot-pink lip gloss.

Outside the diner and a little way down the block, Roxy allowed Cal to stop for breath. At length, Roxy spoke.

“He used to make me feel like I was all that mattered,” she said slowly. “But only when he wanted something. The rest of the time? I was lucky if he remembered my name.”

Cal nodded with patient understanding. “I know the type. And her?”

The look on Roxy’s face told Cal the conversation was over, and he let it drop. They found a bench and sat in silence for a few minutes. The sun shifted, slanting across the street in a warm yellow stripe. On the outside, the town looked postcard-perfect, but Roxy didn’t trust anything that polished.

Back at the diner, the bell jingled again. Knox and May Belle sauntered out into the street, laughing, arms swinging in tandem, and zoomed off in the other direction on his motorcycle.

“Thank God,” Roxy breathed.

“You okay?” Cal asked.

“I’m good,” she lied.

Cal laid a reassuring arm around her trembling shoulders, and for one brief second, she almost was.


Chapter 6
Home, Sour Home


They stayed on the bench outside the diner, Cal’s arm around her shoulders, her head against his. Roxy didn’t speak, but she’d stopped shaking and her breathing was getting back to normal. The afternoon sun was moving west, turning everything golden. A warm breeze moved through the trees while sunlight caught the shop windows on Main Street. Somewhere nearby, wind chimes rang softly, mixing with harmonica music from across the street. Cal squeezed Roxy’s shoulder gently. She stirred.

She sat up straighter and wiped at her eyes with her sleeve, then looked around like she was seeing the town for the first time. Her voice was still scratchy when she spoke. “So, what now?”

“We find somewhere to land,” Cal said.

She nodded once, slow and uncertain, but it was enough. They stood, stretched, and started walking to the town square. The local businesses were waking up around them. Roxy stared at this weird and whimsical place full of quaint shops with pastel awnings and hand-painted signs. Outdoor tables sat close together, surrounded by metal chairs with mismatched cushions. Well-maintained planters burgeoned with wildflowers, and lamp posts sported banners for town events. A few children circled the fountain and tossed coins, while older citizens gathered for lunch at the cafes.

“You are NOT buying me one of those God-awful hoodies,” quipped Roxy as they passed a corner boutique.

“Not even this pink one?” Cal laughed, pretending to check the price, then ducking her attempted swat.

“I hate you,” she grumbled as she took his hand and led him away.
At length, they reached a giant, gumdrop-shaped kiosk covered in flyers, business cards, and colorful sticky notes. A few advertised housing.

Cal squinted. “You think these are rentals? We don’t have much to put down on deposit.”

Roxy didn’t answer directly, but cocked her head as she read one listing aloud.

“Charming licorice turret available to non-snorers—must be fond of cats and Tuesdays.” She blinked. “That’s a hard no.”

He nodded. “Yeah. No turrets. Not right now.”

Most of the postings were similar. Candy-colored cottages with spiral staircases and edible flower gardens. Studios with glass roofs and ferns. Little turret rooms that looked like dollhouses. Pastel bungalows with porch swings and flower boxes. Rent went from “three golden doubloons and a hug” to “your firstborn child.”

“Over there,” Roxy said suddenly, pointing to a small, green notice posted lower on the board—a little crooked and nearly hidden under a flyer for ‘Whistling Yoga with Fern.’

Cal pulled it free and looked over the sparkling, purple script.

“Tiny home. Edge of town. No credit check, No deposit, No questions asked.” An address was scribbled below: #3 Sour Apple Way

Roxy looked at him.

“That sounds like a horror movie,” she said.

Cal handed her the paper. “Or a miracle.”

They exchanged a look and headed off in search of the realtor listed on the paper. They cut across the square, past the bakery and a shop selling nothing but buttons, checking the paper as they walked. Soon they found the office, a purple building squeezed between other colorful storefronts.
Roxy stepped inside, Cal behind her. The place smelled like warm pavement and old wood. The inside of Ernie’s real estate office looked exactly like she’d imagined—if she’d been picturing a waiting room from 1956 with a splash of grape jelly.

The bell over the door jingled as Roxy stepped inside, followed by Cal and the scent of sun-warmed pavement.

The interior didn’t match the royal purple exterior at all. Instead, the walls were papered in a yellow pineapple print that looked like it had come straight out of a tiki bar. One of the pineapples had googly eyes glued on, and Roxy could’ve sworn it was watching her.

A floor fan whirred in the corner, held together with duct tape and good intentions. Above it, a ceramic squirrel in a bow-tie perched on a bookshelf, holding a harmonica. A second squirrel—this one mid-jump—was mounted near the ceiling, frozen in time like it had leaped right off the molding. Neither one matched the other, but both looked pleased with themselves.

A faded sign behind the desk read: “Home is where your whimsy is.”
Behind the desk, a rotund man with wire-rimmed glasses and a thick, green, handlebar mustache looked up from a steaming mug. 

“Well, well,” he said with a grin. “Y’all must be my Sour Apple folks.”

Roxy froze. Cal took an instinctive step back, heart kicking up as his mind scrambled to figure out how this man could know them. Roxy turned, already pivoting toward the door, but Cal caught her hand before she could bolt. Her panicked eyes met his.

“How—?” Cal asked the man, his voice strained.

Ernie blinked. “I… don’t,” he said slowly, holding up his mug like a peace offering. “You’re holding the flyer, is all. Lucky guess. Folks don’t usually come in asking about that place unless they’re real new.”

Cal looked down. The paper was still in his hand, slightly crumpled from the grip. Roxy didn’t say anything. She wasn’t bolting now, but her whole body was still braced for it.

Ernie’s grin faded to something softer. “Didn’t mean to rattle you, honest. It’s not every day someone actually asks about #3.”

Cal gave Roxy’s hand a slight squeeze. She started breathing again.
Cal nodded. “You Ernie?”

“Only on days that end in Y,” Ernie quipped.

While Cal and Ernie talked rent and deposits, Roxy’s eyes wandered the room. There, behind Ernie’s cluttered desk, hung a black-and-white photo of the very street they’d just walked down—except in the photo, the windows were shattered, smoke pouring from rooftops, hoses coiled like sleeping snakes. A fire truck from another century sat crooked in the intersection, its ladder extended skyward like a question with no answer.

“1927, Ernie said, noticing her gaze. “Town lost half the block. But not the bones. Rebuilt her just like she was—only more colorful.”

Roxy looked out the front window at the row of pastel buildings. The one next door was lemon yellow. Across the street, mint green, baby blue, and rose pink.

Ernie gave a proud little nod. “Can’t keep a good town down.”

The road north was crooked and narrow, leading them a little ways beyond town. They followed Ernie’s handwritten directions past a row of mailboxes, down a lane lined with wildflowers and honeysuckle, until the trees opened up—and there it was. Roxy stopped in her tracks.

“Is this...it?” she asked, blinking like the cottage might disappear if she looked too long.

The house was small and green, with purple shutters and a steep blue roof that looked freshly scrubbed. Flower boxes burst with pink blooms of every shade. An apple tree shaded the side yard, and a red mailbox tilted on its post.

The stone path to the house was cracked and lined with overgrown hedges and a few drooping fruit trees that moved in the breeze. The house itself was squat, green, and cluttered with charm—shutters painted in mismatched pastels, flower boxes spilling with marigolds and mint, a tin wind chime playing a lazy waltz above the porch.  A stone path led up to a rounded, red door. It didn’t look real. It didn’t look possible.

Cal let out a low whistle. “This is not quite what I expected.”

Roxy didn’t smile. “Ya don’t say?” she responded wryly.

Cal turned the gleaming gold knob, and the door swung open with a soft squeak.

“This place is weird,” commented Roxy.

Cal reached for her hand, but this time she pulled back.

“Relax,” she griped. “I’m not gonna run. Yet.”

Roxy stepped inside first, slow and cautious. She drifted toward the far side of the room, trailing her fingers along the edge of a bookshelf as she went. She paused near the corner, half-shadowed by a sagging bookcase, eyes moving without urgency but missing nothing. Cal followed, letting the door fall shut with a soft click. He stayed near it, scanning from the opposite side.

A dark-green, corduroy couch slouched beneath the front window, quilt draped over one arm. A coffee table held a ceramic bowl filled with buttons. Bookshelves flanked a cold fireplace, its hearth swept clean, with a child-sized pair of rain boots tucked inside. The place smelled faintly of thyme and vanilla and something older—like memory.

Cal nodded slowly. “Well, it’s not falling down.”

Roxy’s gaze kept moving. Window. Lamp. Door. Her fingers brushed the wall behind her, then dropped to her side like nothing had happened.

“I don’t think anyone’s been here in a while,” she murmured.

Cal stepped closer to the kitchen doorway, but didn’t cross it. “Still feels… lived in, though.”

Roxy tilted her head. “Like someone just left.”

Neither of them noticed the teacup on the end table. Still warm. They explored the rest of the house slowly.

The kitchen was small but sturdy, a galley-style space that curved with the house. The cabinets were buttercream yellow with mismatched knobs—a ceramic daisy here, a polished stone there. Open shelves held mugs and bowls that didn’t match but looked well-used. One mug read “You are My Sunshine.”  Another showed a cat in sunglasses. The countertop had water rings from old coffee cups, and the faucet squeaked when Cal turned it on. Roxy watched from the doorway, arms crossed. 

He opened the cabinets, inspecting what few dishes remained. The plates were clean, though worn, each with a different floral pattern. The drawers were shallow and stuck a little, but he tugged them open one by one, testing their glide, organizing what he could with a silent, methodical rhythm: a few forks, a couple of dull knives, and one bent soup spoon. When he opened the pantry, Roxy craned her neck to peek inside. Nothing but a can of pumpkin puree and a box of baking soda. 

He chuckled softly. “Guess we’ll need to go shopping.”

He checked the stove next. The burners were gas, old but intact, and when he tested the dial, they clicked twice before producing a cautious blue flame. He gave a short nod and turned the burner off. Good enough. This would do. 

Cal ran his hand across the counter as if he could already feel the weight of a cutting board there, the smell of garlic, the steam of a soup pot on the stove. He imagined feeding Roxy something warm—not handed through a drive-thru window, not scraped from the bottom of a takeout box, but real food. Nourishment.

From the doorway, Roxy cleared her throat. Cal set down a potholder he’d been inspecting and followed her to the next room. They moved through the house slowly, no longer side by side but not quite apart either. Cal lingered in the living room, testing switches, folding a throw blanket over the arm of the couch like it mattered. Roxy drifted toward the hallway.
The bathroom was small, but somehow felt grander than any space in the house. It was the tub that did it.

Nestled beneath a high, frosted window, the bathtub looked like it belonged to a movie set. It was deep and curved in all the right places, its porcelain body resting atop four gold claw feet that glinted like lion’s paws in the morning light.

Roxy froze in the doorway, one hand still on the frame. A bath like that was more than porcelain and plumbing. She stepped inside slowly, eyes wide. She felt so out of place in its presence, it was almost comical. She brushed the rim with tentative fingers. The surface was cool and smooth. If she’d ever had a bubble bath before, she couldn’t remember it. She’d done sponge baths, gas station wipe-downs, and locker room showers on lucky days. But this? This tub looked like it might forgive things. She almost climbed in then and there.

On a shelf above the radiator, a stack of towels waited—fluffy, impossibly thick, the kind you only ever saw folded in spa brochures or luxury hotels. She picked one up and pressed it to her cheek. Then both hands. Then her face again. It felt like falling asleep in someone’s arms—someone strong, and clean, and safe. She didn’t even hear Cal approach, and fairly jumped when he rested a reassuring hand on her shoulder. She turned around, blushing. “Nice, huh?” she stammered.

He gave a soft nod and led her out.

There wasn’t much to unpack.  Cal had a duffel. Roxy had a backpack and a tote bag with fraying straps. They carried more history than belongings.

Cal found a blanket folded on the back of the couch—sun-faded and well-worn, the kind of texture that carried comfort in its threads. He tossed it onto the armrest and looked toward the narrow bedroom again.

“You want the bed?” he asked.

Roxy stood in the kitchen doorway, one shoulder against the frame. “We can take turns.”

“I’ll take the couch,” he said. “No argument.”

She nodded slowly. “Okay.”

It wasn’t generous. It wasn’t chivalrous. It was just Cal. Roxy collapsed into the pile of comforters. She was asleep by the time her head sank into the pillows. While she slept, Cal had a thought.

Quietly, so as not to wake her, he headed out back and found the garden. It was a bit overgrown but thriving. Peppers, tomatoes, onions, and even eggplant. He sniffed the varied herbs reverently, noticing rosemary, sage, and thyme, among others. Cal smiled to himself and headed back inside.
After fussing in the kitchen for a while, he headed toward the bedroom and knocked lightly.  Inside, Roxy groaned as he touched her shoulder and tenderly shook her awake. She stirred, bleary-eyed and sore, but something warm and savory hung in the air.

“We should eat,” Cal said softly from the doorway, his voice low, unsure which version of her might wake up.

Roxy pushed herself upright, groggy. The bed was warm and comfortable; the room dim.

“Eat what? Wait… I think I have some trail mix in my…”

Cal took her hand, stopping her, and offered a small smile. “I made soup. Garden gave us most of it.”

She stared at him. “You made… garden… what?” A pause. “You… cooked?”

“Didn’t want to waste what was growing out there. Figured I’d give it a shot,” he said modestly. “It’s not gourmet, but it’s hot.”

She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood awkwardly, still stretching. Her cheek was creased from the pillowcase. The floor was cold on her bare feet, but the kitchen glowed with soft light and warm, fragrant aromas that made her stomach growl.

On the stove, a pot of soup gently bubbled—thick, red, peppery. Cal had set out two mismatched bowls, spoons, and even folded a dish towel into something napkin-shaped. She sat patiently and allowed him to serve her. The soup smelled like safety, comfort, and so many other good things Roxy had never known.

She took a tentative bite, and her eyes went wide. “This is… wow.”

Cal shrugged like he wasn’t surprised, but the little lift of pride in his brow betrayed him.

“Pepper soup,” he said. “More or less. Peppers, tomatoes. A couple herbs I found. I probably overdid it on the garlic.”

“No! It’s perfect,” she said, already reaching for another bite.

Cal ate too, and they shared a silence that wasn’t heavy and didn’t need filling.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He didn’t answer right away. He couldn’t help but notice the pensive look on her face. He looked around the small kitchen at the chipped tile, thrift-store curtains, and the aging stove. He looked at her, still guarded but eating now, like maybe this was the first real meal she’d trusted in days.

“I think,” he said slowly, “this feels right.”

Roxy gave a faint nod and looked down at her bowl again. A poignant tear fell into it.

The soup was still warm when she finished and set the spoon down. Roxy leaned back in the chair, arms folded but looser than usual. 

“Nobody’s ever cooked for me before. Not like this.”

Cal gave a small shake of his head, the trace of a smile at the corner of his mouth and sipped his coffee. Roxy smirked faintly.

“Don’t get excited. I’m not about to cry on your shoulder or whatever. When you grow up bouncing through foster homes, you learn quick not to expect much. A couch, if you’re lucky. Cold cereal if you’re luckier. Nobody wastes a real meal on a kid they’re gonna give back.”

Her fingers toyed with the spoon on the table. “Thanks, I guess. For giving a damn.”

Cal nodded. Roxy’s fingers drummed once on the table.

Her gaze flicked up, sharp again, like she regretted giving that much away. “Don’t make it weird, okay?”


“It’s not the moving around that stuck with me,” she continued. “It’s how fast people forget you were ever there. Like you never had a name.” She gave a half-shrug. “Guess that’s why I write everything down. Paper doesn’t forget.”

Cal’s eyes flicked toward her, sharp with a thought, then softened again. He hadn’t seen her with a notebook yet, but the way she said it told him one was never far.

Roxy’s mouth hinted at a smile. “Your turn.”

Her eyes cut to him, sharp but curious. “What’s your damage, Walker? Nobody plays nursemaid out of the goodness of their heart.”
Cal leaned back in his chair, rolling the mug between his hands. He didn’t answer right away, and for a second she thought he might shrug it off.

“I grew up safe. No-name suburb. Traditional family, church on Sundays, backyard barely big enough to toss a football. Could’ve gone to college like they wanted. But I walked away. Took work in the city. Stocking shelves, deliveries at night. That kind of thing. Met street kids looking for handouts behind the store. Nobody there for them. Once you see that, you can’t unsee it.”

He looked across at her, steady. “I couldn’t become one more stranger who looked away from her.”

Cal suddenly froze and went strangely still, eyes staring through the wall at someone a thousand miles away.

Roxy could tell there was more, but knew better than to ask.

“Okay,” she said finally, voice low. “Your turn earned you mine.” 

She shifted in her chair, arms folding tight again like she needed the armor back. 

“I was three when my mom handed me off to the system. Papers signed, bag packed, door shut. I don’t remember her face, only her hand letting go.”

Her voice caught a little, but she continued. 

“School wasn’t better. New name on the roll every few months. Teachers acted like I was a ghost. Kids too. Nobody wants to sit with the girl who’ll be gone by Christmas.” Her foot was tapping now. “I figured out fast it was safer to be the freak in the corner. Better to scare ’em off.”

At this, Cal slid his chair back enough to shift closer, reached over, and took her hand. They lingered at the table longer than necessary, letting the warmth from the soup and the hush of the house settle in their bones. Neither one spoke much after that. There wasn’t anything urgent to say, and that in itself was a kind of peace.



Chapter 7
Hard Wired


The next morning, Roxy emerged from the bedroom, hair mussed, feet dragging across the worn wood floor, but rested. Cal was at the table, munching on an apple and some toast.

Cal pointed to the counter by the stove, a faint smile tugging at his mouth. 
“Morning, princess. There was a loaf in the breadbox.”

She stopped cold and met his eyes, her own narrowing. “Don’t. Ever. Call me that.”

Cal set down the apple and nodded. “Noted,” he replied cautiously.

Roxy stayed where she was, arms crossing over her chest. “I’m serious, Cal. That word makes me feel like I’m three years old and helpless.”

“I get it,” he reassured her. “I won’t use it again.”

She held his gaze another beat, then moved to the counter and poured herself coffee. Her movements were deliberate and controlled, but there was still tension in her shoulders.

Cal went back to his breakfast, giving her space. The kitchen was quiet except for the soft sounds of morning. After a few minutes, Roxy sat down across from him with her mug. The edge was still there, but softer now.

“Thanks,” she said simply.

He nodded. “No problem.”

After breakfast, Cal pushed back from the table. “I’m gonna head into town, look for work.”

Roxy nodded, wrapping her hands around her mug. “Okay.” She glanced toward the window where morning light filtered through the apple tree.

Cal grabbed his jacket from the back of the chair. “I’ll be back before dinner.”
“See you then.”

The door closed behind him. Roxy heard his footsteps fade into the distance. She glanced around the cluttered kitchen as she finished her tea. Not terrible, she thought.

When her mug was empty, she rinsed it in the sink, then dug through her backpack for her journal and pen.

The morning was cool and bright. Cal walked past pastel storefronts and shop windows filled with handmade soaps and penny candy in glass jars. When he passed a narrow alley off Marzipan Street, the scent of motor oil drifted out. A faded sign hung above a wide door: “Screw-It Hardware”.  Tacked to the doorframe, a sun-bleached piece of cardboard read in thick black marker: NOW HIRING – ASK FOR RANDY.

Cal paused at the “Screw-It Hardware” sign, wondering about the name. Through the open doorway, a massive man stood behind the counter, organizing inventory. He had to duck slightly under a hanging display of wrenches. When Cal approached, the man looked up—easily six-foot-ten, with long wavy hair and a thick beard. Cal decided not to ask about the sign.

“You break somethin’?” the big man asked.

Cal smiled faintly. “Name’s Walker. Sign says you’re hiring.”

“New in town, huh?” Randy asked, looking him over.

“That obvious?” Cal returned, straightening his collar and trying to stand a little straighter.

Randy chuckled, setting down his wrench. “Yeah, but I get that. Not many folks around here who look like me, either.” 

He was tall and solid, with broad shoulders that seemed made for hauling more than words. His deep voice resonated through the hardware store.

“Looking to settle here for a while,” Cal explained. “Need steady work to make that happen.”
“You got experience?” Randy asked.
“Some. Stocking, deliveries, basic repairs. I’m a quick learner.”
Randy nodded slowly. “Can you lift fifty pounds without crying?”
“Sure,” Cal replied.
“When are you available?”
“Immediately.”
“Good. You can start with those boxes in the back room. We’ll take care of the paperwork later.”
Cal soon returned with a box of hand tools and started inventory.
“So, what’s your story?” he asked genially.

Randy shrugged, a faint smile playing on his lips. “Used to be a ballplayer. Big leagues. Tore up my elbow bad, though. Game changed.” He flexed his fingers, as if recalling something lost. “After that, I drifted through jobs — roofing, construction, factory work — but never felt right. Ended up here ’cause my truck blew up right outside town.”

“That sounds familiar,” Cal added. “What made you stay?”

Randy’s eyes softened. “Needed a place that didn’t chew me up. Found this little town, and Old Mac Pennington gave me a shot at fixing engines. Turns out, engines have their own rhythm — kinda like pitching, if you listen close. Got to know tools pretty well at his shop. Opened this place after he retired a few years back.”

Cal smiled, impressed despite himself. “Sounds like you found your second act.”

“Yeah, maybe,” Randy said, glancing toward his new employee. “You got a girl?” he asked, changing the subject.

Cal recounted his first encounter with Roxy at the club and how they’d ended up at Sour Apple Way, including their breakdown and run-in with Possum Ledbetter, who still had their car.  

“You want to see that car in one piece,” Randy said, wiping his hands. 

“We’d better go get it.”

Cal opened his mouth in protest, but Randy cut him off with a look.
The road out to Possum Ledbetter’s place was a quilt of cracked asphalt and stubborn weeds. Randy’s truck rumbled over the worst of it, suspension creaking, the smell of hot oil drifting in through the vents.

“So where are you from originally?” Cal said, watching the patchwork barns and rusted cars slide past.

Randy kept his eyes on the road. “Sunshine Hollow. Don’t get back much.” His tone made it clear that it was a choice, not a loss. “Ain’t met this Ledbetter. Heard of him, though. He’s from there, too. Big talker. Has a way of making the ladies a little uncomfortable now and then. Probably good your little friend stayed back.”

Cal’s face went dark.

“I’m worried about her,” he said uneasily, giving Randy the short version.
“Kid,” Randy replied, “I’ve been divorced three times. Trust me—how do you think they see things and how they actually see ’em? Two different engines entirely. You figure you’re runnin’ smooth, they’re hearin’ knocks you can’t even pick up on.”

“She’s been through hell,” Cal said, his voice heavy. “I’m trying to keep her safe.”

Randy nodded. “Yeah, and I’ll bet you are. But lemme tell you—sometimes safe feels a lot like trapped if you ain’t careful.”

Cal looked down into his coffee, silent.

“You wanna be her knight? Fine,” Randy went on. “Remember—knights protect the castle. They don’t lock the princess in the tower.”

Cal’s jaw worked like he was turning the words over. He swallowed hard.
“So what—back off and hope she doesn’t get hurt?” he asked.
Randy shook his head. “Nope. You give her room to walk on her own. Stand close enough she knows you’ll be there if she stumbles, far enough she don’t feel your shadow all the time.”

Cal finally looked over, but didn’t speak.

“It ain’t about holdin’ her together, son,” Randy said. “It’s about lettin’ her find her own glue.”

A long minute, Cal nodded once, slowly. Randy was right.

Possum’s garage came into view. In reality, it was a decrepit pole barn with two bays. One of them held Cal’s battered Honda, the other was occupied by a Dodge Charger that someone had tried to paint candy-apple red but came out an odd shade of pink. Large patches of poorly done Bondo marred the body panels in several places.  Possum emerged from the shadows, wiping his hands on a rag. The moment his gaze landed on Randy, his posture shifted—shoulders hunched, chin dipped, the swagger deflating like a cheap lawn ornament.

“You brought a friend,” Possum observed, eyes shifting uneasily between Randy and Cal.

“Name’s Randy,” he said, stepping closer. Even in work boots, he moved like an athlete—balanced, easy, but with weight behind it. He didn’t extend his hand.

“Mind if I give that Honda a look before we roll out?” Randy asked.

Possum’s smile twitched, and he shifted his weight uncomfortably. 

“Knock yourself out,” Possum replied, but there was clear hesitation in his voice.

Randy popped the hood, the metallic clunk echoing. He checked the dipstick, the belts, and even slid underneath with a flashlight from his belt. Cal hung back, watching the exchange.

When Randy reappeared, he closed the hood with a measured push.

 “Brake line’s loose,” he said flatly. “Somethin’ like that, people could get hurt.”

Possum’s jaw worked. “Must’ve come loose while—”

“Save it.” Randy’s voice was calm, but the weight in it left no room for argument. “You’re gonna tighten it. Now.”

Possum swallowed hard, turned, and fetched a wrench. Randy stood behind Possum as he worked. When he was finished, Possum began to ask Cal for payment.

“That’ll be, uh.” Possum began, but Randy cut him off.

“On the house, owing to that break line you missed, right?”

Possum offered no argument. “Uh, yeah. What he said. On the house,” he added with feigned enthusiasm. Possum shuffled away, head down, scowling and muttering below his breath.

As Cal got behind the wheel, Randy leaned in through the passenger window. “Take it easy on the way back. She’ll stop now, but she’s not ready for a joyride.”

Cal nodded, the engine sputtering to life. “Appreciate it.”

Randy glanced back toward the garage, where Possum was already half-hidden in the shadows. “Man like that? Best to keep your distance.”


Chapter 8
Code Pink


Back on Sour Apple Way, Roxy sat cross-legged on the couch, journal balanced on her knees, trying to make sense of the past few weeks. Day three. Cal got the job at the hardware store. Still feels too good to be real.

A head appeared in her peripheral vision, framed by the open living room window.

“Oh, good, you’re awake!” the head announced cheerfully.

Roxy looked up slowly, pen frozen mid-sentence. A girl about her age was perched on the windowsill like it was the most natural thing in the world - wild curly hair, bright eyes, wearing what looked like a vintage band t-shirt and paint-splattered overalls.

“Do I know you?” Roxy asked, her tone carefully neutral.

“Not yet, but that’s easily fixed!” The girl swung her legs through the window and dropped into the living room with surprising grace. “I’m Lark.”
“And you decided to climb through my window because...?”

“Knocking is for people who aren’t friends,” Lark said matter-of-factly, already scanning the room with undisguised curiosity.

“Ooh, is that a journal? Are you writing deep, tortured thoughts?” Before Roxy could answer, Lark had somehow crossed the room and snatched it up. “Let me see what—”

“‘When the whole room started spinning, I was breaking in the night...’” Lark read aloud in a dramatic voice.

“Hey!” Roxy lunged forward and grabbed the journal back, clutching it to her chest. “That’s private!”

“Wait, wait, wait!” Lark’s hands were flailing with excitement. “That was so good! Like, I wasn’t expecting that at all - the way it flows and the words you picked, and it’s got this whole dark but hopeful thing going, and I could totally feel what you were writing about even from those first lines and—” She took a breath. “Sorry, I get really excited about good writing and that was REALLY good writing!”

“I’m still figuring things out,” Roxy said defensively, her cheeks burning.

“Ooooo! Let me try!” Lark squealed as she grabbed the journal back and began writing before Roxy could react.

“I’m a poet, too!” she announced brightly as the pen flew in her hand. “New girl with—”

“Give me that!” Roxy lunged forward and snatched the journal back, clutching it protectively against her chest. “You can’t just...you...” Roxy was red-faced and breathing hard. “What is wrong with you?”

By now, Lark had somehow migrated to the bookshelf and was already rearranging things. “You know, this room has potential, but it needs more...chaos. Everything’s too neat. Too...symmetrical.”

“Some people like symmetrical,” Roxy snapped. She continued to clutch her journal, but the red in her cheeks was fading.

“Some people like vanilla ice cream, but it’s still better with sprinkles!” Lark turned back with a grin that was equal parts mischief and genuine warmth. “So, new neighbor girl, what’s your story? Witness protection? Running from the law? Secret government experiment?”

“How do you know those aren’t all true?”

“Oh, I assume they’re all true, babe, but we can still hang out.”

Roxy felt her mouth twitch. “You’re unbelievable.”

“I know, right?” Lark grinned, completely missing the exasperation. She glanced around the room again, her eyes catching on something. “You know what? You look exhausted. Like, really exhausted.”

Before Roxy could respond, Lark was up and moving toward the kitchen. 
“When’s the last time you had actual food?”

“I’m fine,” Roxy said, but Lark was already pulling open cabinets.

“Okay, you’ve got tea - good choice, by the way - but where’s the real food?” Lark’s voice carried from the kitchen. “Please tell me you’re not living on love and ramen.”

Despite herself, Roxy found herself following. “Why do you care?”

Lark stopped rummaging and turned to face her, and for a moment, the manic energy settled into something more serious. “Because I’ve been where you are. And somebody cared enough to make sure I ate actual meals. 
Come on!”

Before Roxy could respond, she was being dragged out the door toward a red Mercedes convertible.

The town square shimmered in heat as Lark screeched to a halt in front of a storefront called “Espresso Yourself”.

“I work here,” Lark explained as she jumped out of the car without opening the door. Roxy followed tentatively into the dark room. The coffee shop’s espresso machine roared when she pushed in. The place was all airy wood and chalkboard menus, with a glass case full of pastries lined up in neat rows. Lark was already at the counter while Roxy hovered in the doorway twitching like a nervous cat while she mustered the courage to step further inside.

“Order for Heather and—” the barista’s gaze flicked up mid-reach. “LARKY!” she squealed, dropping her notepad and hugging her co-worker joyfully. “Oh, hey, you’re new!” the girl said as she spotted Roxy. “Welcome to Espresso Yourself. I’m Juni, your friendly neighborhood caffeine fairy.”

“Dear God, there’s two of them,” Roxy muttered under her breath, and she moved cautiously toward Lark and her friend.

Juni’s eyes did a quick scan—ripped jeans, boots that had seen things, and skin pale as moonlight. Her smile glimmered. “Grab a table, I’ll be by with water. Hydration is civilization!”

Lark grabbed Roxy’s arm and pulled her to a corner booth. Juni soon arrived with glasses. From the back, a bigger guy in an apron—early thirties, square-shouldered, and a hint of stubble—poked his head through the swinging door that led to the kitchen.

“Juni, you got that ice cap order? Oh, hey, Lark! You brought a friend.”
“Always do!” she chimed, then to Roxy, softer, “That’s the boss, Andy. “He’s the maestro of this little symphony.”

Roxy settled into the booth like she was testing whether it might collapse under her. The vinyl squeaked a protest, then gave up. She wrapped her hands around the water glass and took a sip that looked more like she was buying time than actually drinking.

“So,” Lark said, sliding into the opposite seat with the kind of ease that suggested she’d claimed this particular booth as her own long ago. 

“New in town, mysterious past, and dressed like you’re expecting the apocalypse in July. Either you’re very practical or very paranoid.”

Roxy’s eyebrow twitched. “Maybe both.”

“Smart,” Lark nodded approvingly. “I like a girl who hedges her bets.” 

She drummed her fingers on the table, studying Roxy with the kind of frank curiosity that most people would find rude. 

“You know, I had a stretch where I dressed like that, too. All black, all the time. Like if I made myself small enough, maybe the world would forget I existed.”

Recognition flickered across Roxy’s face. “I’m surprised you’re brave enough to say that out loud,” she said. “What changed?” 

Lark grinned. 

“I won some money on a TV game show. You know, one of those easy ones where you solve puzzles and win prizes. Turns out I’m really good at yelling at television equipment and making terrible jokes under pressure. Who knew?” 

She shrugged. Her eyes sparkled with the memory.
 
“Walked away with enough cash to buy a car and remember that I’m allowed to take up space in the world.”

“You were on TV?”

Something flickered behind Roxy’s eyes - a half-formed memory of sequins and confetti, of someone spinning and shouting with manic joy while she nursed a drink in a dim bar and stared at a big screen TV. She shook her head. Couldn’t have been. She shoved the thought away.

“Yep!” Lark said, utterly oblivious to Roxy’s internal meltdown. “Full-on spectacle. I may have gotten a little enthusiastic. The host looked like he was questioning his career choices by the end of it.”

Roxy stared at her, that nagging recognition clawing at the edges of her consciousness. No. Absolutely not. The universe did not work that way. She took a deliberate sip of water and forced her expression back to neutral. “Must’ve been something.”

“Oh, it was something, all right,” Lark laughed. “But hey, it paid for the Mercedes, so no complaints here.”

Soon, Juni appeared at their table with a tray, her smile bright as sunshine. “Okay, ladies! Two iced lattes, on the house - Andy’s orders. He said anyone brave enough to be Lark’s friend deserves caffeine compensation.”

“Hey!” Lark protested with mock indignation.

Juni set the drinks down with a flourish. “Andy made this one himself,” she said, pointing to Roxy’s cup. “You can tell from the smiley face instead of the usual heart in your coffee. He must think you’re okay.”

“I heard that,” the boss growled mildly at Lark from behind the counter. He considered the nickname to be less than professional, preferring to be called Anthony, but his glance at Roxy was kind enough.

Roxy took a tentative sip of the iced latte. The cold hit her teeth, but it was good - really good. Andy had somehow nailed exactly the right amount of sweet she could tolerate without it feeling like an assault. She drank enough to feel human again. Her gaze drifted to the pastry case, landing on a plain bagel. Lark followed her gaze.

“Carbs are important for science,” she said. “And life. And you know, not fainting.” She was already up and moving toward the counter. “This is not charity,” she called back cheerfully. “This is menu testing. You are a vital cog in my empirical process.”

A few minutes later, she returned with a paper bag that smelled like toasted bagel. “Good. Now—give me three sips worth of your story. You can use metaphors, I won’t grade you.”

“Okay, finish your bagel. Then you’re coming with me.”

“To do what?”

“Acquire textiles,” Lark said, theatrical. “It’s too hot to be wearing the apocalypse. Don’t panic. I specialize in non-alarming.”

“I don’t have—”

Lark made a zipping motion across her own mouth. 

“You can pay it forward later. Or write me a poem. I accept poems as legal tender.”

Roxy chewed. The bagel did that bagel thing of tasting like both breakfast and permission. 

“I’m tone-deaf. On poems.”

“Then a haiku with terrible syllable counts. I’m not fussy.” Lark glanced toward Andy, who was wiping down the counter. “Taking my new friend on a textile acquisition mission. Byeee!”

Andy waved them off with a knowing look. Lark grinned back like that was precisely the plan.

“Play nice, Larky!” Juni called with a grin.

Roxy barely had time to grab her bag before she found herself being propelled toward the door.
Outside, the heat pressed down on them, thick and still, carrying the scent of cut grass and something sharp that might have been peppermint. The square had settled into its midday quiet, where even the pigeons moved slowly between the benches.

“Where are we going?” Roxy asked hesitantly as the cafe door jingled shut behind them.

“I’m taking you SHOPPING!” Lark announced grandly.

“No!” Roxy’s pulse jumped. “I’m fine, really. I’m okay.”

“You are SO not okay,” Lark countered, taking Roxy’s arm with the swift certainty of someone who’d done this before. “Clothes first.”

“Wait, no, but—” Roxy stammered.

But it was too late. Lark was already steering her toward a small boutique.
Chimes twinkled behind them as Lark hauled Roxy inside. Cool air greeted them, faintly scented with linen. Colorful racks of dresses, shirts, and other various accessories were scattered haphazardly throughout the cluttered space. The door shut behind them with a soft chime.

“Sweet Pea!” Ivy called from behind the counter, sunflower tunic flaring as she waved.

“Code Pink!” Lark announced, voice bright and utterly unrepentant.

Ivy’s eyebrows shot up over her big, round glasses. “Ooooh,” she said, drawing it out with the relish of someone hearing delicious gossip. “We haven’t had one of those in ages.”

Roxy’s pulse hammered against her ribs. Images crashed through her mind—ruffled sleeves, pastel prison walls, lace that felt rough against her skin. Her shoulder twitched back, a reflexive half-step toward the door before Lark’s arm reeled her in again. Ivy’s magnified eyes caught the movement, filing it away without comment, her mouth tipping into the faint, knowing smile of someone who’d seen this dance before.

“Pink?” Roxy echoed, the word bitter on her tongue.

Lark squeezed her arm, steering her forward. “Don’t worry,” she said cheerfully. “It’s a metaphor. Mostly.”

Lark wasted no time, angling them toward a rack of skirts that moved with the slightest air current.

“This,” Lark said, plucking one free. “Swishy enough to be fun, not so swishy you’ll trip over yourself.”

A loose white blouse followed, light and flowing. Then a soft striped tee. Then a pair of cropped pants in a deep green that seemed designed for both comfort and confidence.

“Stylish, but breathable,” Lark said. “And—” She held up a pair of soft, faded denim shorts. “For when the air really needs to get at your legs.”
Roxy studied them with suspicion. “Noted.”

“And for the days you want to be cozy, leggings.” Lark slid a black pair into the growing pile. “The good kind.”

Roxy was too busy trying to figure out where all these clothes had come from to notice the scarf until it was almost in her hands. The sparkly red one. The same scarf that had twitched at her earlier. It hung loose now, draped over Lark’s arm with casual ownership.

“I’m not—” Roxy began.

“It wants to come with you,” Lark said, folding it and tucking it on top of the pile.

Roxy’s skin prickled. The other scarves stayed still.

Ivy, from the counter, called over, “That one’s been waiting for the right person.”

“See?” Lark said, steering her toward another rack. “Destiny.”

She ran her fingers over the soft fabric and looked forward to trying them on. It wasn’t until the third top landed in her arms that Roxy realized something was off. None of the clothes had size tags. Not the shorts, not the skirt, not even the leggings.

She frowned down at the pile. “Don’t you need to know my size?”

Lark grinned with obvious satisfaction. “It already does.”

Roxy opened her mouth, shut it again, and decided not to think too hard about that. Maybe it was some weird system. Lark knew which racks would have her size. That had to be it. But what she couldn’t ignore was the growing tower of fabric in her arms.

“Lark,” she said firmly, “this is… You can’t—this is too much. I know what a barista makes, and it’s not–”

Lark waved a hand with practiced dismissal. “Relax. I’ve been saving up for a Code Pink. You don’t waste those funds on groceries.”

“But—”

“Shhh,” Lark said, grinning. “Let me have my fun. You can pay it forward later. That’s the algebra of it.”

“Algebra should be buried in an unmarked grave,” Roxy muttered under her breath.

Ivy rang it all up with numbers that seemed to shift when you weren’t looking directly at them. By the time they left the store, Roxy was carrying a stack that felt suspiciously like an actual wardrobe.

The heat wrapped around them the second they stepped outside. Lark’s gaze was already locked on the next storefront down — Lacquer & Luster, with its painted bird so delicate it seemed one strong breeze might lift it off the glass. The door opened to a rush of cool air that smelled faintly of oranges and something glossy. Inside, nail polish bottles lined the wall in rows of brilliant color.
“Okay,” Lark said, steering Roxy toward the reception desk. “Here’s the plan: mani, pedi, a little makeup to wake up those cheekbones, and then…”

“No.”

Lark blinked, as if the word was in a language she didn’t speak. “No?”

“I can handle one thing,” Roxy insisted. “No makeup, no hair, no whatever else you’re cooking up.” She gestured vaguely toward the wall of nail polish. “One thing.”

Lark tilted her head, curls bouncing. “You drive a hard bargain. Fine. Fingernails only. Consider it a treaty or something.”

Roxy narrowed her eyes. “And you’ll stick to it?”

“Cross my heart and hope to accessorize,” Lark said, holding up a hand.
They were barely in the chairs before a manicurist with friendly eyes and a name tag reading JO took Roxy’s hand like it was worth handling carefully. Jo reached for a bottle of pale pink polish — not bubblegum, but something softer, like a morning sky. Roxy frowned.

“Try it,” Jo suggested.

Halfway through the first coat, Roxy realized it didn’t feel like surrender. The color caught the light and shifted, almost sunrise-warm before it settled again. She didn’t comment. When they were done, Lark inspected the results and nodded like a general approving new recruits.

“See? Not scary. Next time, hair.”

“Don’t push it,” Roxy said, but the edge in her voice was dulled.

They stepped back into the heat, the red scarf in her bag shifting slightly and brushing against her wrist. Lark glanced toward the narrow lane ahead, where shop signs hung at odd angles and the air smelled faintly of caramel apples and old wood. Lark walked with her up the short path, the red scarf peeking from the shopping bag.

“She’s a good house,” Lark said, taking in the porch boards, the crooked smile of the front door, the paint that looked a hair too lively for its age. “Friendly bones. You can feel it in your ankles.”

Roxy unlocked the door, and the hinges answered with a polite creak. Lark leaned forward and poked her head inside, scanning the warm light and the tidy sprawl of the front room.

“Yep. She likes you already.”

Roxy shifted the bag higher on her arm. “Thanks for walking me back. And for… You know. Clothes, coffee, everything.”

“Tomorrow,” Lark said, “if you want, come by when the morning’s still pretending to be cool. I’ll smuggle you a muffin. If not tomorrow, then the day after. No pop quizzes.”

“That much I can manage.”

Lark’s grin flickered—she wasn’t quite ready to leave—but Roxy’s hand was already on the door, polite but final. “Go inside,” Lark said instead. 

“Let the house do its thing. And when it does, say thank you out loud. It likes manners.”

Roxy nodded, and Lark squeezed her shoulder once before heading back down the path. She waited until Lark’s hair vanished past the hedges, then she went inside.

Sunlight lay on the floorboards in big easy rectangles. Roxy carried the new clothes into the bedroom, set them on the chair where Cal’s button-down still hung. She thought of the tub and the heat and the promise of a big, fluffy towel, then eagerly entered the bathroom and turned on the faucet.

Steam rose into the air, carrying the faint, calming scent of lavender. Roxy blinked at the bubbles — she was sure there hadn’t been any bottle or pump nearby, yet here they were, a soft white crown spreading across the water. She dipped a hand in. Perfect. Not too hot, not too cool.

After an afternoon of clothes shopping with Lark in a boutique that felt more like a daydream than a store, this hardly even registered as strange. She eased into the warm water with a soft sigh, letting the heat work into her shoulders and neck. Hot water that was just for her, that no one would time, ration, or charge her extra for. It was almost overwhelming.

She’d forgotten what it felt like to be warm all the way through. The heat soaked into muscles that had been tense for so long she’d stopped noticing. Her fingers, always a little cold, finally felt normal against her skin.
She slid down until the water touched her chin, bubbles tickling her nose. In the group home, baths were five minutes and lukewarm if you were lucky. On the street, it was cold water in gas station sinks, or the river when desperation outweighed dignity. This—this was something from a different world entirely.

“A girl could get used to this,” she murmured, the words slipping out as naturally as the warmth soaking into her bones.

Stepping out, she wrapped herself in a fluffy towel and stood there for a moment, holding it close. The terry cloth was soft against her cheek, smelling clean and safe.

She caught her reflection in the steamed mirror and didn’t look away. Her face was flushed from the heat, hair damp and curling at the ends. For once, she didn’t see the wariness in her eyes or count the new lines worry had carved around her mouth.

The warmth of the bath clung to her skin as she padded into the bedroom, toweling her hair. The shopping bag sat in the corner like a smug cat, the red scarf draped over the edge as if it had claimed sentry duty. She barely glanced at it before sinking onto the bed.

She meant to rest for a minute. Maybe two. The house seemed to sigh in agreement, the air settling around her like a blanket.
When she opened her eyes, the light had shifted. Sun stretched longer shadows across the floorboards, and the garden’s scent — apple and cut grass — drifted faintly through the open window.

She wandered into the kitchen. The kettle sat on the stove. On the counter, a mug waited, patterned with tiny blue swallows in mid-flight. She didn’t remember setting it out, but the tea inside was exactly the right temperature, fragrant and a little sweet.

She drank half without thinking, set it down to glance out the window, and when she looked back, the mug was full again.

Roxy blinked once. Then twice. Picked it up. Sipped. Perfect. Set it down. Full again.

A slow smile tugged at her mouth. After the boutique, the scarf, and the bath bubbles that had appeared without a bottle in sight, this barely even cracked the top five weird things that had happened today.

“Of course, you’d do this,” she told the mug. “Why wouldn’t you?”

The aroma wafted upward, carrying the faintest scent of apples. She cradled the warm mug between her hands, letting the steam curl into her face. The quiet had weight, but not the kind that pressed — more like it was leaning in, listening. She shifted in her chair, and something soft brushed her arm.

Roxy glanced down. The red scarf was looped loosely around her neck, sparkles catching the late light.

She froze. She didn’t remember taking it out of the bag. Didn’t remember putting it on.

Roxy sighed into her tea. “Of course,” she said to the empty kitchen. “Why wouldn’t you?”

Roxy let her eyes drift over the garden through the open window. Tall sunflowers standing guard, the tangled herbs spilling over their boxes. Her mind had slipped into that easy quiet where the clock didn’t seem to move at all.

The coffee was always the right temperature. Towels appeared exactly when I needed them. Little things that could be coincidence, if you were the type to believe in that many coincidences.
Or:
Yesterday I found lavender soap by the tub. I know I didn't put it there. Cal swears he didn't either. But there it was, like the house was trying to take care of me.
· The gate that's always unlocked when she approaches, but she never sees it open
· Flowers that seem fuller/brighter each time she looks
· The path stones that feel warm under bare feet, even in shade
· Herbs that smell stronger when she's had a rough day

“You’re quiet enough to spook a man.”

She jumped, the mug giving a sudden jerk in her hand. The tea surged to the rim and stayed there, trembling but not spilling, before settling back.
Cal was in the doorway, leaning his shoulder against the frame like he’d been there a minute already. There was a look on his face — not quite surprise, not quite amusement — like he’d walked into the wrong house by accident.

She set the mug down, the warmth lingering in her palms. “You’re back.”

“Yeah.” His eyes flicked over her once, slow enough that she noticed.
Cal moved toward the kitchen, rolling his shoulders like the drive had left them stiff. “How was your day?”

“Good.” Roxy took another sip of tea, watching him over the rim of her mug. “One of the neighbors stopped by.”

He paused, glancing back at her with interest. “Oh? That’s nice. Which one?”

“Girl about my age. Lives nearby, works at the coffee shop in town.” Roxy set down her mug. “Her name’s Lark.”

“Lark.” Cal opened the refrigerator, scanning the contents. “Friendly?”

“Very.” The corner of Roxy’s mouth twitched. “She took me shopping.”
Cal straightened, closing the fridge door. His eyes took in her appearance again - the soft shirt, the way she seemed more settled. “That was kind of her.”

“It was.” Roxy stood, padding toward the living room. “I bought a few things. Want to see?”

“Sure.”

She disappeared into the bedroom and returned with a shopping bag, pulling out items one by one. A flowing white blouse. A pair of soft green pants. The red scarf seemed to shimmer slightly in the afternoon light.

“This is nice,” Cal said as she held up the blouse. “The color suits you.”
Roxy reached into the bag again and pulled out a small wrapped package, frowning slightly. “Huh. I don’t remember this one.” She handed it to him without thinking. “Here, open this and see what it is.”

Cal took the package, already working at the tissue paper. “Maybe your friend threw in something extra—”

The paper fell away, and Cal found himself holding a pink push-up bra. Cal’s face went through several colors in rapid succession. The package hit the floor.

“I... uh...” He took a step backward. “That’s... you should probably...”
Roxy looked down at the scattered lingerie - delicate, pink, with little bows - and her face went pale.

“Oh no.” Her voice was flat with horror. “Oh no, no, no.”

Cal tried to be supportive. “It’s... very pink?”

She stared at the offensive object like it might attack her. “She’s trying to turn me into some kind of...princess. Look at this. There are bows, Cal. Little pink bows.”

“I see that,” Cal said carefully, his voice slightly strained.

Roxy dropped the offending garment back onto the pile. “I’m going to kill her.”

“I’m sure she meant well.” Cal offered weakly, still maintaining his safe distance.

Roxy glared.


Chapter 9
Lemon Drop Landing


The morning air still held a hint of coolness when Cal and Roxy made their way down Marzipan Street. Roxy had chosen one of her new outfits:  soft green cropped pants and a white blouse that moved easily in the breeze. Her red scarf was around her wrist like a belt.

“So Randy’s the giant who gave you life advice?” she asked, adjusting the strap of her small crossbody bag.

“Among other things,” Cal replied. “Wait until you meet him. He’s... substantial.”

The sign for the hardware store came into view, and Roxy snorted. 

“Screw-It?”

“Randy’s protest against the city council’s requirement that all businesses have ‘whimsical’ names,” Cal explained. “Apparently, there was a whole town meeting about it.”

“I already like him.”

The bell above the door gave a cheerful chime as they entered, and immediately Roxy understood what Cal meant by “substantial.” Randy had to duck slightly under a hanging display of wrenches, his broad shoulders filling the space behind the counter like he’d been built specifically for this store. His beard was neatly trimmed, and his eyes held the kind of warmth that made you want to tell him your problems.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” Randy said, setting down a clipboard and grinning. “So this is the famous Roxy.”

Roxy felt heat creep up her neck. “Famous?”

“Cal here hasn’t shut up about you since day one,” Randy continued, completely ignoring Cal’s distressed look. “Starting to think you were some kind of mythical creature. Like a unicorn, but with better survival instincts.”

“Thanks?” Roxy said, shooting Cal an amused glance. “I think?”

Randy came around the counter, moving with surprising grace for someone his size. Up close, Roxy could see the laugh lines around his eyes, the way his hands were scarred from years of honest work. “You settling in okay? Town treating you right?”

“It’s... different,” Roxy said carefully. “Good different. Mostly.”

“Mostly?” Randy’s eyebrows rose.

Cal shifted beside her. “We ran into some people from her past at the diner yesterday. Made things a little complicated.”

Randy’s expression grew more serious. “Anyone I should know about?”

“Knox Barnes and May Belle Slocum,” Cal said. “They’re staying somewhere in town.”

Randy’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. “Yeah, I heard they were around. Knox’s got a mouth on him, and that girl...” He shook his head. “Well, let’s just say some folks carry their drama like a badge of honor.”

Roxy’s fingers found the edge of her scarf, twisting it absently. “We’re trying to avoid them.”

“Smart,” Randy said, then his expression brightened. “Which is why you two need to get out and see the parts of town that don’t involve drama queens and leather jackets. Have you been to Butterfield Park yet?”

Cal and Roxy exchanged glances. “No,” Cal said. “Where’s that?”

Randy’s face lit up like he’d been waiting for this question. “Oh, you’re in for a treat. It’s tucked behind the library, about a ten-minute walk from here. Got this little pond where I like to fish sometimes - nothing fancy, some bluegill and the occasional bass. But the real magic is the place itself.”

He leaned against the counter, getting comfortable for what was clearly going to be a proper story. “Old man Butterfield - Desdemona’s great-grandfather - donated the land back in the twenties after the big fire. Lost his wife in that mess, along with half the town. But instead of leaving, he decided the town needed a place where people could start over. There’s this gazebo where folks leave books they’ve finished reading, and playground equipment that...” He paused, grinning. “Well, it more or less follows its own rules.”

“Which means?” Roxy asked.

“You’ll see,” Randy said smiling. “Point is, it’s peaceful. Good place to be without having to be anything in particular, if you know what I mean.”

Roxy did know what he meant, and the idea of it settled something anxious in her chest.

“Plus,” Randy continued, “Lark’s probably already packed you a picnic by now. That girl’s got radar for people who need feeding.”

As if summoned by her name, Lark’s voice carried through the open door: 
“Randy! Did you tell them about the park yet?”

She appeared in the doorway like a caffeinated tornado, hair wild from the morning breeze, carrying a wicker basket that looked like it had been borrowed from a fairy tale.

“Speak of the devil,” Randy chuckled.

“I prefer ‘guardian angel of breakfast pastries,’” Lark said, thrusting the basket at Roxy. “I saw you two walking past the shop and figured you’d need provisions. There’s coffee in the thermos - the good stuff, not the motor oil Randy probably offered you.”

“Hey,” Randy protested mildly.
“Muffins, fruit, some of those little sandwiches Andy makes that are basically edible poetry,” Lark continued, ignoring him. “And I threw in a frisbee because parks are scientifically proven to be more fun with frisbees.”

Roxy lifted the basket’s lid and was hit with the scent of cinnamon and something that might have been magic. “Lark, you didn’t have to—”

“Of course I didn’t have to,” Lark said, already bouncing on her toes. “I wanted to. There’s a difference. Now go! Explore! Be cute together! Take pictures by the gazebo!”

“We don’t have a camera,” Cal pointed out.

Lark waved this away as irrelevant. “The universe will provide. It always does, here.”

Randy was grinning at the exchange. “You’d better get going before she decides to come with you and provide commentary.”

“I heard that!” Lark called, already halfway back to the coffee shop. “And I’m choosing to be offended later when I have time!”

Cal took the basket from Roxy, testing its weight. “This thing weighs more than my car.”

“That’s because it’s full of love,” Randy said solemnly. “And probably seventeen different types of baked goods. Lark doesn’t believe in moderation.”

“We noticed,” Roxy said, but she was smiling.

Randy walked them to the door, pointing them toward the library. “Take the first street past the post office, hang a left at the statue of the guy with the inexplicably large mustache, and you’ll see the park entrance. Can’t miss it.”

“What if we get lost?” Cal asked.

“In a town this size? You’ll end up somewhere interesting anyway,” Randy replied. “That’s half the fun.”

As they walked away, Roxy could hear Randy calling after them: “And Roxy? Don’t let Cal skip the swings. Man needs more whimsy in his life!”

The walk to Butterfield Park took them through parts of town they hadn’t seen yet. Past the post office with its rainbow-painted mailboxes, around the statue Randy had mentioned (whose mustache was indeed inexplicably large), and down a tree-lined path that seemed to hum with contentment.

“Randy’s nice,” Roxy said, adjusting her grip on the basket handle they were sharing.

“Yeah, he is. Gives good advice, too.”

“What kind of advice?”

Cal was quiet for a moment, considering. “The kind about not trying to fix people who aren’t broken.”

Roxy glanced at him sideways. “Am I supposed to know what that means?”

“It means I’m still figuring out how to be around you without...” He searched for the words. “Without treating you like you might disappear if I’m not careful enough.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” Roxy said quietly.

“I’m starting to believe that.”

The park entrance appeared ahead of them, marked by an ornate iron gate that stood permanently open. Beyond it, Roxy could see rolling green spaces, the promised gazebo, and playground equipment that did indeed seem to follow its own rules of physics.

“Wow,” she breathed.

The park was bigger than she’d expected, with winding paths that led to hidden corners and surprises. The pond Randy had mentioned sparkled in the distance, surrounded by weeping willows that trailed their branches in the water. But what caught Roxy’s attention was the gazebo - white-painted wood with intricate scrollwork, its steps lined with books in various states of wear.

“People really just leave books here?” she asked, approaching the small library.

“Looks like it.” Cal picked up a paperback romance novel with a shirtless man on the cover. “Interesting selection.”

Roxy laughed, a sound that seemed to fit perfectly in this place. “Come on, let’s find a spot for this feast Lark packed us.”

They chose a place under a massive oak tree, its branches providing dappled shade and a view of both the pond and the playground. Cal spread out the blanket that had somehow been tucked into the bottom of the basket, and Roxy began unpacking their bounty.

“Good grief,” she muttered, pulling out container after container. “Did she pack for an army?”

“This is Lark being subtle,” Cal said. “I’m afraid to see what she considers a proper feast.”

They were halfway through Andy’s “edible poetry” sandwiches when Roxy noticed the girl under the tree across from them. College-aged, with long brown hair and the kind of natural beauty that didn’t need enhancement. She was surrounded by textbooks, a highlighter between her teeth, and wearing a University hoodie that had seen better days.

“She looks like she’s drowning in homework,” Roxy observed.

Cal followed her gaze. “Midterms, probably. I remember that particular brand of academic suffering.”

The girl looked up at that moment, as if sensing she was being discussed, and offered them a friendly wave. Roxy found herself waving back.

“We should probably test this frisbee Lark insisted on,” Cal said, pulling the bright yellow disc from the basket. “For science.”

“For science,” Roxy agreed solemnly.
What followed was possibly the most athletically challenged game of frisbee in the history of recreational activities. Cal’s throws went wide, Roxy’s went high, and after ten minutes, they were both laughing too hard to aim properly.

It was during one particularly spectacular miss that the frisbee sailed directly toward the studying girl, landing squarely on top of her organic chemistry textbook.

“Oh, God, I’m so sorry!” Roxy called out, jogging over to retrieve it.

The girl looked up with bright blue eyes and a genuine smile. “No worries! I needed a study break anyway. Midterms are trying to kill me.”

“What are you studying?” Cal asked, joining them.

“Literature, with a minor in education,” she said, closing her textbook with obvious relief. “I’m Mona, by the way.”

“I’m Roxy, and this is Cal. We’re new in town.”

“I figured,” Mona said with a laugh. “This is not exactly a place where you don’t notice new faces. How are you liking it so far?”

“It’s...” Roxy searched for the right word. “Surprising.”

“That’s one way to put it,” Mona agreed. “I’ve lived here my whole life, and it still catches me off guard sometimes. I come here to study because it’s peaceful.  I swear the squirrels are plotting something, though.”

As if to prove her point, three squirrels scampered past in perfect formation, each carrying what appeared to be an acorn with a tiny bow tied around it.

“See?” Mona said. “Definitely plotting.”

They ended up talking for nearly an hour. Mona was easy to be around - funny without trying too hard, smart without showing off, and genuinely interested in their story (the edited version, anyway). She recommended her favorite coffee shop (which turned out to be Lark’s), warned them about the haunted washing machine at the laundromat (which might or might not have been a joke), and shared the best times to visit the library when Mrs. Pemberton wasn’t feeling particularly territorial about the fiction section.

“You should come to the coffee shop sometime,” Roxy found herself saying. “I mean, if you want. No pressure.”

“I’d like that,” Mona said, and meant it. “It’s nice to meet people who aren’t...” She paused, seeming to catch herself. “It’s nice to meet new people,” she corrected, and left it at that.

There had been something in that pause that suggested Mona knew exactly the kind of people she was contrasting them with, but Roxy didn’t push. Everyone in town seemed to have their secrets.

When they finally packed up their picnic, the sun was high overhead and the park had filled with the lazy contentment of a perfect morning.

“We should do this again,” Cal said as they walked back toward town.

“Yeah,” Roxy agreed, surprising herself with how much she meant it. “We really should.”

 As they reached the park gate, Roxy turned back for one last look. Mona was still under her tree, but she’d abandoned her textbooks in favor of one of the novels from the gazebo. Even from a distance, Roxy could see she was smiling.

“She seemed nice,” Cal observed.

“Yeah,” Roxy said thoughtfully. “She did.”

Neither of them noticed the way the afternoon light caught the gold threads in Mona’s hoodie, or how her smile held a touch of sadness.

Following their outing, Cal had to report to work, and Roxy engaged in mundane errands for a while: unpacked a box of books, argued with the toaster, and spent forty-five minutes deciding if the laundry could wait another day. By late afternoon, she’d convinced herself it could.

The sun dipped, and the streetlights blinked on. Randy had somehow talked Cal into some sort of guys’ night involving cards and sports, so Roxy planned to spend the night writing in her journal.

That’s when she heard the familiar screech of tires on gravel outside. Roxy looked up from her journal right as the front door swung open without so much as a knock. Lark appeared like a rainbow-colored whirlwind, all jewelry and glitter, declaring, “Tonight, we reclaim your hips.”

“I didn’t know they were stolen,” Roxy replied with a wry smile.

“Please. You haven’t used ’em properly for a while. We’re fixing that.”

Roxy hesitated, but she was already reaching for her jacket. “Where exactly are we going?”

“You’ll see,” Lark said with a grin, already heading for the door. “Trust me.”

The ride into town was a blur of Lark’s chatter and the Mercedes’s radio cranked up too loud. When they pulled up in front of a building Roxy had never noticed before, she found herself hesitating on the sidewalk. Now, standing in front of the building, Roxy wasn’t so sure.

Welcome to the Lemon Drop:  Dancing. Dessert. Decidedly No Drama.

It was tucked between a yarn café and a cuckoo clock repair shop that only opened on Tuesdays. The windows glowed amber from within, and the faint pulse of music drifted out—a retro mix of swing, funk, and the occasional guilty-pleasure pop hit.

She hadn’t danced without ulterior motives and a pole in a long time. No ulterior glances. No pressure. Just dancing. Was that still allowed?

Lark nudged her. “You’re overthinking it. C’mon, it’s not a club. It’s a vibe. You’re not gonna get anything sketchy here, so shut up and sparkle!”

Roxy snorted, but followed Lark’s lead.

Inside, it was all warm wood floors and lemon-yellow paper lanterns. Couples and friends swayed under strings of fairy lights. There was a dessert bar in the corner with lemon bars and strawberry shortcake. No one had a care in the world. The only rule was whimsy.

The DJ—a woman in her sixties with pink cat-eye glasses and a vinyl crate like a treasure chest—fired up an oldies track. Lark grabbed Roxy’s hand and pulled her onto the floor.

At first, Roxy only swayed. Shoulders tight, arms hesitant. But Lark didn’t push. She spun and twirled like the floor was her living room. Her smile was so big it felt contagious.

Eventually, Roxy let go. Not all at once, but piece by piece. A toe tap. A hip sway. A full-body laugh when Lark tried to do the robot and nearly tripped over her own shoe.

Then the grandmotherly DJ—eyes twinkling behind her cat-eyes—swapped in a 45 and dropped the needle with a flourish. The opening chords crackled like static, then burst into the unmistakable harmony of the Beach Boys.

Lark squealed. “OMG, it’s beach night! Why didn’t anyone tell me?!?”

Without warning, Lark grabbed her bag and ran for the ladies’ room. Roxy stood dumbfounded as the song continued.

A few minutes later, Lark came charging back out in a floral bikini, grass skirt swishing, a plastic lei bouncing against her collarbone, and a pair of gaudy sunglasses shaped like flamingos.

Roxy suddenly understood why Lark’s “purse” was the size of a shopping bag. Without waiting for a reply, Lark yanked her onto the dance floor and started twirling like a washing machine. Roxy couldn’t keep up with Lark on the faster beats, but when a slow-tempo tropical tune came on, the rhythm came easier.

She found herself singing along to “Kokomo” as her body moved more freely.  Soon, Roxy was lost in a tropical paradise.

Around them, the floor pulsed with oldies rock and candy-coated laughter. A couple in their eighties swung like they were seventeen again, while a mom spun her toddler in circles. Meanwhile, a group of college kids attempted the twist with more enthusiasm than skill.

They danced through two, then five, then ten songs. When Roxy finally collapsed into a booth, breathless but glowing, she realized she’d been smiling the whole time. Her cheeks hurt.

Lark plopped down beside her and stole a bite of lemon tart from Roxy’s plate. “Told you your hips missed you.”


Roxy shook her head, grinning. “You’re terrifying, but I love you for it.”

By the time Roxy made it back to the house, her legs felt like wet noodles and her cheeks still ached from smiling. She slipped inside, already picturing a hot shower and a long collapse onto the couch.

Instead, she found Cal sitting at the kitchen table with a mug of coffee, looking up from what appeared to be a hand of cards scattered across the surface.

“Hey there, stranger,” he said, gathering up the cards with a slight smile. 

“You look like you’ve been through something.”
 Roxy paused halfway out of her shoes. “Lark happened.”

“Ah.” Cal nodded knowingly. “That explains the glow. And the fact that your hair looks like you’ve been in a wind tunnel.”

“She kidnapped me,” Roxy said, dropping her purse on the counter. “Not in a scary way. In a glitter-boots, ‘you need to dance before your hips fossilize’ way.”

Cal chuckled. “That’s oddly specific.”

“She showed up here, declared war on my inertia, and dragged me to the Lemon Drop Social Club. I barely had time to lock the door behind me.”

“The Lemon Drop?” Cal’s eyebrows rose. “Randy mentioned that place. Said it was...” He searched for the word. “Wholesome chaos.”

Roxy snorted. “That’s actually perfect. How was poker night?”

“Educational,” Cal said, standing and stretching. “Randy taught me that I’m terrible at bluffing, and apparently I have ‘tells’ that a blind man could spot from across the room.”

“Did you have fun though?”

Cal considered this, then nodded. “Yeah. Actually, I did.” He looked at her more closely, taking in the way she was still slightly swaying to some internal rhythm. “You too, I’m guessing?”

Roxy tried to keep her answer casual, but the grin sneaked out anyway. “Yeah. A little too much, maybe.”

They sat down on the couch and began settling in for the night.  The fan hummed low, cutting through the late summer heat, and some sitcom rerun rolled credits in the background. Outside, cicadas kept time with themselves, relentless and oddly rhythmic.

Cal reached for the remote, flipping the TV off with a lazy thumb. “That guy in the last episode looked like he was gonna propose and bail in the same breath.”

Roxy gave a one-shouldered shrug, nudged her toes under the blanket, and said,

“So, Lark told me this story. Said it was true, but you know how she is.”

Cal gave a quiet nod, settling in like he knew his role was to listen and not interrupt.

“She starts with, ‘So there was this Navy pilot who got shot down in some war, right?’ Just, like, opens with that. No context.”

“Apparently the guy parachutes out, crashes next to some house. Remote, middle of nowhere. Wreckage on the lawn, flames, whatever.”

“There’s a girl living there. Of course. ‘Pretty, in that haunted way,’ Lark said.”

Cal huffed softly through his nose, amusement tucked under the surface.

“Guy saves her from something. Lark didn’t say what. Maybe a bear. Maybe an existential crisis.”

“Anyway, she hides him from ‘the bad guys.’ Which is vague. It could be government agents. Could be her homeowners’ association.”

Cal’s eyebrow lifted, keeping his eyes on her.

“One night, they’re sitting by this tiny campfire.”

“He says something like, ‘It’s gonna be okay, princess.’”

“She freaks. Like, full body freeze. Says, ‘How did you know?’”

Cal shifted slightly, hands folded, as if he were trying not to move too much. Letting her keep control of the story.

“Turns out she’s an actual princess. Ran away from royal duties, tiaras, whatever.”

“He’s stunned. But also weirdly unfazed. Lark said, ‘He took it like a man who’s seen weirder.’ Which, sure.”

“She starts panicking. Says she can’t go back. He does the whole ‘what can I do’ thing. All gentle and clueless.”

Cal’s voice was low, measured. “Makes sense.”

“And then, without a word, she just crawls into his arms.”

“Puts her head on his shoulder. Quiet. Doesn’t explain. He doesn’t ask.”

Cal’s posture softened. His arms, resting on his knees, relaxed a little.

“He just holds her.”

Roxy shifted against the couch cushion, leaned in. Cal hesitated for a second, then put his arms around her.  

Her head found his shoulder and her voice dropped a little. “And that’s it. That’s the moment.”

Softer now, half-mumbled: “They fall in love. She helps him get back to his ship. War ends. He comes back. They get married.”

“That’s...” Cal paused, searching for words. “That’s actually kind of a dumb story.”

“Lark says, it’s the good kind of dumb,” Roxy murmured.

Cal drew her closer, holding her in his arms, and the room around them soon faded into peaceful dreams.


Chapter 10
Lucky One

Roxy woke to find herself tucked into her bed. There was a single red rose on the pillow beside her. She reached for the flower as she remembered the previous night. He must have carried me, she thought, a rare smile crossing her face.
Cal had wanted an early start to drive back to his apartment, pack what he needed, and arrange to sublet the place for extra cash. She hadn’t argued. Hours cooped up in the passenger seat of his beat-up Civic while he sorted boxes didn’t sound like her kind of day. Still, she noticed the quiet now, the absence of his steady presence next to her.
Roxy pulled the last of her new clothes from the shopping bag, shaking out the red scarf Lark had insisted would “bring out her eyes.” She’d been skeptical in the store, but now, holding it up to the afternoon light streaming through the bedroom window, she had to admit it was beautiful. The fabric seemed to shift between crimson and burgundy depending on how it caught the light.
She folded it carefully and set it on the dresser next to the striped t-shirt and black leggings she’d already laid out. The clothes felt different from her usual armor of worn denim and leather - softer somehow, like they belonged to a version of herself she was still getting used to.
As she reached to crumple up the empty shopping bag, her fingers brushed against something small and papery stuck to the bottom. She peeled it free - a scratch-off lottery ticket with “Lucky Day!” printed across the top in cheerful yellow letters.
“Huh.” She turned it over, looking for an explanation. On the back, in Lark’s looping handwriting: Every shopping trip deserves a little extra luck! - L
Roxy snorted softly. Of course, Lark would slip a lottery ticket into her bag like some kind of fairy godmother. She was probably the type who believed in birthday wishes and lucky pennies, too.
Still, she found herself digging through the dresser drawer for a coin. The ticket promised prizes up to $500, which seemed optimistic for something that probably cost a dollar. She scraped away the silver coating with the edge of a quarter, revealing numbers one by one.
The first two boxes were duds. The third made her pause.
She scraped away the rest more carefully, double-checking the winning numbers printed at the top. When she was done, she stared at the ticket for a long moment, then let out a surprised laugh.
Eighty-five dollars.
“Well, I’ll be damned.” She held the ticket up to the light as if it might be lying to her. “Thanks, Lark.”
The win felt like a sign - or maybe just an excuse. Either way, she had money in her pocket she hadn’t expected and the whole afternoon stretching ahead of her. Cal wouldn’t be back until evening, and the house felt too quiet, too full of possibility to waste sitting around.
She pulled on the striped t-shirt and black leggings, wrapped the red scarf loosely around her neck, and slipped her feet into the worn combat boots that had carried her this far. The boots felt heavier than usual, or maybe she was noticing their weight for the first time in a while.
The scratch-off ticket went into her back pocket like a talisman.
Outside, the cozy main street was doing its lazy afternoon thing - shopkeepers sweeping their stoops, a dog sleeping in a patch of sunlight, the smell of something baking drifting from an open window. She turned left without really deciding, letting her feet choose the direction.
Three blocks down, a hand-painted sign caught her eye: “Second Chances - Thrift & Treasures.” The storefront was narrow, squeezed between a flower shop and a place that sold custom picture frames. Through the window, she could see stacks of books, racks of clothes, and the glint of something that might have been vinyl records.
The bell over the door played a snippet of some old jazz standard as she stepped inside. The air smelled like old paper, fabric softener, and that particular scent of things that had been well-loved before finding their way here.
“Welcome to Second Chances,” called a voice from somewhere in the back. “Holler if you need anything!”
Roxy nodded toward the general direction of the voice and started exploring. The store was bigger than it looked from the outside, with narrow aisles that wound between towering shelves. She drifted past racks of vintage dresses and men’s suit jackets, drawn toward a section in the back where milk crates full of vinyl records sat on wooden tables.
She flipped through the albums slowly, enjoying the ritual of it. Most were classic rock and folk records that every thrift store seemed to accumulate. Tucked between a scratched copy of “Rumours” and something by The Carpenters, she found a record she’d never seen before: “Songs for the Leaving” by an artist named Elena Vasquez. The cover showed a woman with dark hair standing at the edge of what looked like a train platform, suitcase in hand.
She pulled it out, studying the track listing on the back. Song titles like “Miles to Go” and “What I Left Behind” seemed to speak directly to something in her chest. The vinyl looked like it had barely been played.
“Good choice,” said a voice behind her. She turned to find a woman about her mother’s age, with silver hair pulled back in a practical ponytail and paint-stained fingers. “Elena Vasquez. She only made two albums before she disappeared. That one’s hard to find.”
“How much?” Roxy asked, already knowing she was going to buy it regardless of the price.
“Fifteen. But for you, let’s call it twelve.”
Roxy raised an eyebrow. “For me?”
The woman smiled. “You look like someone who needs the right soundtrack.”
As she continued browsing, Roxy was drawn to a shelf of well-worn books near the records. She picked up a slim volume of poems by someone she’d never heard of, flipped to a random page, and read: “The bravest thing I ever did was continue living when I wanted to die.”
She closed the book quickly, but it was too late. The words had already found their mark.
“That one’s poetry,” the woman said, appearing beside her again like she had a sixth sense for customers on the verge of important purchases. “Real poetry, not the greeting card stuff. Woman who donated it said it saved her life.”
Roxy looked down at the book in her hands - thin, unassuming, the kind of thing that could fit in a back pocket. “How much?”
“Five dollars. But it goes with the record - call it fifteen for both.”
She was about to agree when something caught her eye. Tucked beneath a display of vintage scarves and costume jewelry, almost hidden, was a pair of black sandals. Simple leather straps, low heel, the kind of shoe that looked comfortable without trying too hard. They were clearly used but well-cared for, the leather soft with wear.
“Those too?” she asked, nodding toward the sandals.
The woman followed her gaze. “Size eight?”
“Yeah.”
“Twenty-five for everything. They belonged to a teacher who moved away. Said she wanted them to go to someone who was ready to walk lighter.”
Roxy almost asked what that was supposed to mean, then decided she didn’t want to know. Or maybe she already did.
She paid with two twenties from the scratch-off winnings, pocketed the change, and walked out wearing the sandals. The boots went into the paper bag with the record and book, suddenly feeling like artifacts from someone else’s life.
The sandals felt strange at first - too light, too exposed. But as she walked back toward home, she found herself noticing things she’d missed before: the way the sidewalk felt different under her feet, the sound her steps made, the fact that she wasn’t stomping through the world anymore but moving through it more quietly.
Back at home, she set the record on the kitchen counter next to the book of poetry, both of them waiting for the right moment. She looked down at her feet in their new sandals and wiggled her toes, feeling the air move between them. It was a small thing, but it felt like the beginning of something larger.
The afternoon was still young, and the scratch-off winnings still had weight in her pocket. Roxy found herself drifting back toward Main Street, drawn by the lazy rhythm of a town that seemed to have all the time in the world.
She passed the bakery with its windows full of frosted temptations, but something else caught her eye three doors down. A narrow storefront with hand-painted letters that read “Dewberry Dreams - Honor System Preserves.” Through the window, she could see rows of glass jars catching the afternoon light like jewels.
The door chimed softly as she stepped inside. The space was barely wider than her arm span, lined floor to ceiling with shelves of preserves in every color imaginable. Each jar bore a handwritten label in careful script: Wild Blackberry, Elderflower, Rose Hip & Apple, Lavender Honey. And there, on a shelf at eye level, one that made her pause: Midnight Plum.
The scent in the air was faintly sweet, like summer mornings and someone’s grandmother’s kitchen. At the front counter sat a simple glass jar with a hand-lettered sign: “We Trust You - Pay What’s Fair.”
No cashier. No security cameras. Just rows of homemade preserves and faith in strangers.
Roxy picked up the Midnight Plum, turning the jar in her hands. The preserve was so dark it was almost black, with flecks of deep purple that caught the light. She’d never heard of midnight plums, but the name alone made her curious about what they might taste like.
She pulled a five-dollar bill from her purse. It was more than the suggested price penciled on the label, but something about the trust this place offered made her want to be generous. The bill made a soft sound as it dropped into the jar.
Walking back down the street, Roxy felt something she hadn’t experienced in a long time: the simple pleasure of being trusted by strangers. Maybe the world wasn’t as harsh as she’d come to believe.
The tea shop sat tucked between a used bookstore. A hand-painted sign read “Serenity Sips - Blends for Every Moment.” Inside, the air was warm and fragrant with dozens of scents layered together - mint and rose, cinnamon and something floral Roxy couldn’t name. Wooden shelves lined the walls, each one holding tins and jars with names written in elegant script.
“Looking for anything particular?” asked the woman behind the counter. She was maybe sixty, with silver hair braided with small bells that chimed softly when she moved.
“Something calming,” Roxy said. “For someone who’s had a long day.”
The woman’s eyes lit up. “Ah, I have just the thing.” She moved to a shelf near the window and selected a small tin. “Moonlight Mint & Honey. Peppermint, chamomile, a touch of lavender, and local wildflower honey. It’s like a deep breath in a cup.”
Roxy lifted the tin, breathing in the gentle scent that escaped when the woman opened it briefly. It smelled like peace, like the kind of evening where nothing urgent needed to happen.
“Perfect,” she said.
Walking home as the afternoon light began to soften toward evening, Roxy felt the weight of her small purchases - the poetry book, the jar of midnight plum preserves, the tin of tea. None of them were necessities, but somehow they felt essential. Little pieces of a life that was becoming hers, chosen deliberately instead of barren survival.
The sandals had stopped feeling strange. Her feet had adjusted to their lightness, to the way they let her feel the ground instead of stomping across it. By the time she reached home, she realized she’d walked the entire afternoon without once looking over her shoulder.
Inside, she set the tea tin on the counter next to the record and the book of poetry. Three small things that said the same thing in different ways: she was learning to choose softness over armor, trust over suspicion, hope over habit.
She looked down at her feet in their new sandals one more time, then went to put the kettle on. When Cal got back, she’d have something waiting for him. Something that said welcome home, said thank you for carrying boxes all day, said, “I was thinking of you while I was learning to walk lighter through the world.”


Chapter 11
Espresso Yourself

The afternoon rush had died down to its usual Tuesday lull when they walked in. Lark was behind the counter, wiping down the espresso machine for the third time in ten minutes, while Juni reorganized the pastry case with the kind of intense focus she usually reserved for solving world hunger.

“Oh,” Juni murmured under her breath, “this should be interesting.”
Lark followed her gaze to the door.  May Belle had just made her entrance. Her pink ruffled dress caught the afternoon sunlight streaming through the windows, and her floral tights were a riot of color. The oversized white sunglasses stayed firmly in place despite being indoors, and her smile had that practiced quality of someone who’d spent considerable time perfecting it in mirrors.

Knox followed behind her like a leather-jacketed shadow, all cocky grins and thumbs-up energy. He surveyed the coffee shop like he was considering buying it, then nodded approvingly at nothing in particular.
“Welcome to Espresso Yourself!” Juni chirped, her customer service smile sliding into place with practiced ease. “What can I get started for you today?”

May Belle approached the counter with the kind of confidence that suggested she expected the world to rearrange itself for her convenience. “I’ll have a vanilla latte with oat milk, extra hot, with exactly two pumps of vanilla—not three, not one, two—and make sure the foam art is something cute. A heart or a flower, nothing abstract.”

Knox leaned against the counter. “Black coffee for me, sweetheart. The stronger the better.”

“Coming right up,” Lark said, already reaching for cups. The two baristas exchanged the briefest of glances—the kind of look that said we’d definitely be discussing this later.

They claimed a table by the window, May Belle positioning herself so she had a clear view of the entire shop. Knox sprawled in his chair like he was holding court, checking his phone with the kind of aggressive casualness that suggested he wanted everyone to notice how important he was.

“Are they waiting for someone?” Juni whispered as she worked the espresso machine.

“Have to be,” Lark replied, adding the vanilla pumps with mathematical precision. “Nobody dresses like that for casual Tuesday coffee.”

They didn’t have to wait long to find out who.

Ashley Passionfruit looked like she’d walked off a magazine cover. Her fiery, auburn hair flowed over a sleeveless metallic top and black pencil skirt. But it was the way she moved that really caught attention—confident without being aggressive, elegant without being showy. Juni nearly dropped the milk steamer.

“Oh no,” she breathed. “They didn’t.”

“They did,” I confirmed, watching Ashley scan the room with the kind of casual assessment that missed nothing.

Ashley’s gaze landed on May Belle and Knox, and something flickered across her face—recognition, maybe, or calculation. She approached their table with a smile that could have powered the entire coffee shop.

“You must be May Belle,” Ashley said, extending a perfectly manicured hand. “I’m Ashley. I believe we have some mutual... interests to discuss?”
May Belle practically preened. “Ashley! Yes, please, sit down. I’ve been so looking forward to meeting you.”

Knox stood up with exaggerated chivalry, pulling out Ashley’s chair. “Knoxville Barnes. Pleasure to finally put a face to the name.”

Lark busied herself with their drinks, but Juni had positioned herself at the perfect angle to dust the same spot on the counter seventeen times while maintaining clear sight lines to their table.

“So,” May Belle began, leaning forward conspiratorially, “I think we both know why we’re here.”

Ashley tilted her head with polite curiosity. “Do we?”

“Well, obviously you’ve heard about the... changes... happening in town lately. New energy, fresh perspectives.” May Belle gestured to herself and Knox. “People are starting to realize that maybe it’s time for some new leadership in certain... social circles.”

“How interesting,” Ashley replied, her tone perfectly neutral.
Knox jumped in, clearly thinking he was being helpful. “What May Belle’s trying to say is that we see potential for a real partnership here. You seem like a smart woman who knows which way the wind’s blowing.”

Juni made a slight choking sound that she quickly disguised as a cough.
Ashley’s smile never wavered. “I’m always interested in hearing new perspectives. Please, tell me more about this...partnership.”

May Belle’s eyes lit up behind her sunglasses. “Well, we both know that Amber’s reign has been... comprehensive. But empires rise and fall, don’t they? And when they do, the smart people position themselves with the rising power.”

“The rising power being...?” Ashley prompted.

“Us, obviously.” Knox spread his hands like this should be self-evident. “We’ve got vision, we’ve got resources, and we’ve got the kind of fresh energy this town’s been missing.”

Lark finished their drinks and approached the table, trying to look like a dutiful barista instead of someone desperately eavesdropping on what might be the most spectacularly misguided conversation in town history.

“Skinny vanilla latte with oat milk, extra hot, two pumps vanilla,” she announced, setting May Belle’s cup down. The foam art was a perfect heart, exactly as requested.

“And black coffee, extra strong,” Lark added, placing Knox’s cup in front of him.

“Thank you, sweetie,” May Belle said without looking at me. Her attention was entirely focused on Ashley, who was studying her latte with the kind of interest usually reserved for fine art.

“This is beautifully done,” Ashley said, looking up at me with genuine warmth. “Thank you, Lark.”

The fact that she knew my name sent a little chill down my spine. Of course, Ashley knew everyone’s name. That was her job.

“Can I get you anything?” Lark asked Ashley.

“Green tea, please. Something light and refreshing.”

She nodded and retreated to the counter, where Juni was practically vibrating with suppressed commentary.

“They’re really doing this,” she whispered as Lark prepared Ashley’s tea. “They’re really trying to flip Ashley Passionfruit.”

At their table, May Belle was gaining momentum. “The thing is, Ashley, we’re not just talking about social events here. We’re talking about real influence. Real power. The kind of position where your talents would be truly appreciated.”

Ashley sipped her green tea thoughtfully. “And what makes you think my current... situation... doesn’t already appreciate my talents?”

Knox leaned forward, lowering his voice to what he probably thought was a persuasive whisper. “Come on. We both know Amber’s getting a little predictable. Same parties, same crowd, same everything. Where’s the innovation? Where’s the excitement?”
“Whereas you two represent innovation and excitement?” Ashley’s tone remained perfectly pleasant.

“Exactly!” May Belle beamed. “Fresh blood, new ideas, unlimited potential. And we’d want you right there with us from the beginning. Second-in-command, full decision-making authority, complete creative control over events and social strategy.”

Juni dropped a spoon, the clatter echoing through the suddenly quiet coffee shop.

Ashley didn’t even blink. “That’s quite an offer.”

“It’s the opportunity of a lifetime,” Knox added. “Ground floor of something revolutionary.”

“Revolutionary,” Ashley repeated thoughtfully. “I like that word. It suggests complete transformation.”

“Exactly!” May Belle practically bounced in her seat. “Out with the old, in with the new. Amber’s had her run, but every dynasty eventually falls. The question is whether you want to fall with it or rise with something better.”

Ashley set down her teacup with delicate precision. “You know, you’re absolutely right. Every dynasty does eventually fall.” She paused, her smile taking on a quality that made Lark suddenly very grateful she wasn’t sitting at that table. “The trick is knowing which one you’re actually in.”

Something in her tone must have penetrated even Knox’s confidence, because his grin faltered slightly. 

“What do you mean?”

“I mean,” Ashley said, rising gracefully from her chair, “that this has been absolutely fascinating. Thank you so much for the insight into how you two operate. It’s been incredibly illuminating.”

May Belle’s smile was starting to look strained. “So you’ll think about our offer?”

“Oh, I’ll definitely be thinking about it,” Ashley assured her. “In fact, I’m sure it will be the topic of several very interesting conversations.”

She gathered her purse with unhurried elegance. “Thank you for the tea, Lark. As always, impeccable service.”

The door chimed softly as Ashley left, and the coffee shop fell into the kind of silence that follows natural disasters.

May Belle and Knox sat frozen at their table, clearly trying to process what had happened. Knox was the first to recover, forcing his cocky grin back into place.

“Well, that went well,” he announced to the room in general.

May Belle nodded, though she looked less certain. “She’s definitely interested. Did you see how carefully she was listening? She’s smart enough to recognize a good opportunity when she sees one.”

Lark busied herself cleaning the espresso machine while Juni organized the napkin dispensers with unprecedented thoroughness. They both kept their faces carefully neutral, though Lark could feel Juni practically vibrating with the effort of not commenting.

Knox drained his coffee and stood up. “Give her a day or two to think it over. Smart people need time to process big decisions.”

“Absolutely,” May Belle agreed, though her voice lacked its earlier confidence. “She strikes me as someone who doesn’t make impulsive choices.”

They left a few minutes later, May Belle’s pink ruffles rustling with every step, Knox’s leather jacket squeaking softly as he held the door for her. The moment they were out of sight, Juni exploded.

“Oh my God!.” She grabbed larks arm. “Did they just—did we just—what the heck was that?”

“The most spectacular act of political suicide in town history,” Lark replied, sinking onto a stool behind the counter.

“They tried to flip Ashley Passionfruit!” Juni was pacing now, her hands flailing. “Ashley! Amber’s right hand! Her eyes and ears! Her—her—”

“Evil lieutenant?” Lark suggested.

“Yes! Her evil lieutenant! And they just sat there and laid out their entire plan like they were ordering lunch!”

Lark shook her head in amazement. “They have no idea who they’re involved with, do they?”

“None whatsoever.” Juni stopped pacing and stared at me. “Lark, Ashley’s probably already on the phone with Amber. She’s probably already given her a complete briefing on everything they said.”

“Probably?” Lark laughed. “Juni, Ashley was taking mental notes from the moment she sat down. She let them talk because she wanted to know exactly what they were planning.”

Juni collapsed into a chair. “They’re so screwed.”

“So incredibly screwed,” Lark agreed. “And the worst part? They think it went well. They think Ashley’s actually considering their offer.”

“When really, she just gathered enough intelligence to shut down whatever they’re planning before they even get started.”

They sat in contemplative silence for a moment, processing the magnitude of what we’d witnessed.

“You know what the really crazy part is?” Juni said finally.

“What?”

“They could have asked literally anyone in town about Ashley, and they would have learned everything they needed to know to avoid this disaster.”

“But that would require admitting they don’t already know everything about how this town works,” Lark pointed out.

“True.” Juni grinned. “Well, they’re about to get a very educational lesson in local politics.”

“Should we warn them?” Lark asked, though she already knew the answer.

Juni gave me a look. “Warn the people who just tried to recruit Amber Glitterpop’s second-in-command to commit treason? I think they’re beyond help at this point.”

Lark nodded. “Besides, something tells me Ashley’s going to handle this situation with her usual... efficiency.”

“Poor May Belle and Knox,” Juni said, though she didn’t sound particularly sympathetic. “They have no idea what’s about to hit them.”

“Nope,” Lark agreed, already looking forward to telling Roxy about this spectacular display of newcomer arrogance. “But it’s going to be very entertaining to watch.”

Juni started giggling. “Do you think Amber’s going to throw another soirée, purely to destroy them publicly?”

“Oh, definitely,” Lark said. “This calls for a special event. Something themed. Maybe ‘Loyalty and Betrayal’ or ‘Know Your Place.’”

“With Ashley as the guest of honor for her excellent intelligence work.”

“Naturally.”

“You know what?” Juni said, wiping tears of laughter from her eyes. “I love this job.”

“Same,” Lark agreed. “Where else do you get front-row seats to this kind of entertainment?”

“Plus free coffee,” Juni added.

“Plus free coffee,” Lark confirmed. “Though after what we witnessed, I think we’ve earned something stronger.  I need to text Roxy. She’s not going to believe this.”

“Agreed,” Juni replied. “Nobody will.”

“Hard to believe Ashley knew my name,” Lark reflected.

“Ashley knows exactly who everyone in this town is, what they do, and probably what they had for breakfast,” Juni said matter-of-factly. “Not always a good thing.”

“The best part about living in a small town,” Lark mused. “Everything’s a conspiracy, and sometimes the conspiracies are actually real.”

“And sometimes,” Juni added, “fools from out of town hand you all the evidence you need to prove it.”

Aware they’d witnessed history in the making, they fist-bumped across the counter.  


Later that day, Ashley found Amber in the conservatory of her mansion, deadheading orchids with surgical precision. Each snip was deliberate, final. The afternoon light caught the gold threads in her silk blouse.

“Well?” Amber asked without looking up, lips curving slightly. “How did our revolutionaries fare?”

Ashley settled into a chair, crossing her legs, unable to keep the satisfaction from her voice. “Even more pathetic than we expected. May Belle offered me ‘second-in-command’ status in her new regime. As if I’d trade loyalty to a queen for servitude to a pretender.”

Amber’s laugh was soft, dangerous. “And Knox?”

“Played wingman. All swagger and smirk, calling me ‘beautiful’ and suggesting I was too smart to go down with a sinking ship.” Ashley felt that familiar thrill of anticipation. “He kept winking like we were co-conspirators.”

“How presumptuous.” Amber finally looked up, pale eyes sharp. “Did they lay out their strategy?”

“Every detail. May Belle wants to host her own soirée - ‘An Evening of New Beginnings.’ She believes she can declare herself the new social arbiter of Marzipan Meadows.”

“And recruiting you would legitimize their coup.” Amber picked up a dead bloom, turning it between her fingers. “Did they think their plan was... original?”

Ashley grinned. “They acted like they’d invented political intrigue. Knox kept winking at me the whole time.”

“Sweet children.” Amber crushed the bloom, letting petals fall. “They have no idea they’re dancing to music I composed months ago.”

“The pamphlet in Roxy’s bag,” Ashley said, understanding dawning. “You orchestrated this.”

“From the moment May Belle rolled into my town with her delusions of grandeur. She wants to be queen? She’ll have her stage. Her audience will watch her destroy herself.”

Ashley leaned forward. “And Knox?”

Amber’s smile could cut glass. “He’s confident in his ability to charm and discard. He’ll learn some fires burn back.”

The heat of anticipation spread through Ashley’s chest. Knox Barnes had no idea what he was walking into. They saw Ashley Passionfruit - young, beautiful, presumably naive. They couldn’t see the weapon beneath the surface.

“The soirée is in nine days,” Ashley said. “Everything’s ready?”

“Every detail. Roxy will attend in the Eclipse gown. Knox and May Belle will expect triumph.” Amber rose, brushing petals from her hands. “And you’ll be exactly where you need to be when the music stops.”

Ashley stood, smoothing her skirt. “I do love it when a plan comes together.”

“Oh, darling.” Amber’s laugh followed her toward the door. “This isn’t just a plan. It’s justice with style.”


Chapter 12
No Big Deal


Friday morning began with quiet. No clinking from the kitchen, no soft creak of Cal pacing the hall. A patch of sunlight crept across the couch. A faint hum came from the refrigerator.

Roxy’s phone buzzed with a short text — a check-in from Cal: Making progress. No renters yet. Miss you, princess. She scowled at the pet name for a second, knowing he was messing with her, then tossed the phone onto the cushion.

She fixed breakfast: half a grapefruit and the heel of a loaf she toasted until it nearly burned. She ate it standing up, leaning on the counter, watching a pair of squirrels argue over the same—was that a harmonica?—Roxy shook her head clear and blinked hard, telling herself that she obviously needed more coffee. By the time she returned to the table, they were gone.
The hours drifted by. She tried reading, but the words slid past her. She put on music, but every song felt like it belonged to a different mood. Eventually, she gave up and stretched out on the couch, the candle from yesterday still in its paper wrapping on the coffee table. By late afternoon, she’d convinced herself the day would stay quiet. Roxy flopped on the couch with her poetry journal.

Then came the text: Grab your shoes, kid, we’re going out!
Roxy opened the door to find Lark already standing there and grinning. In her hand was a well-worn leather journal of her own.

Roxy leaned against the frame. “Do I get a hint?”

“Open mic at the shop. Poetry. Not the boring kind — no sonnets about the moon unless they’re ironic. And we’ve got root beer floats.”

Roxy arched a brow. “That’s your pitch?”

Lark grinned. “That’s my promise.”

They set off down Sour Apple Way, coffee cups in hand. After a block, Lark glanced over. “Ever tell you about the time I accidentally crashed at Sophia Forenza’s place?”

“The supermodel?” Roxy gave her a disbelieving look. “Can’t say you have.”

“So I’m in the drive-thru one morning, bored, poking at the GPS in my ‘new-to-me’ Mercedes. There’s a ‘Home’ button still programmed in. I tap it—bam!—riverside mansion on the rich side of town. The kind with hedges trimmed to within an inch of their lives. I figured, why not?”

“You did not just drive there,” gasped Roxy, appalled.

“Oh, I most certainly did, babe. Parked right out front, waltzed up to the house like I’d been invited. Housekeeper answers. I tell her my car thinks this is home, so I had to check it out. She sighs, lets me in, and there’s this big ol’ antique piano in the salon.”

“Oh no,” Roxy muttered.

“Oh yes!” Lark returned, flashing a wicked grin. “Before she can stop me, I’m banging out ‘Baby Shark’ and singing at full volume! She’s waving her arms when Sophia herself walks in—I didn’t know who she was yet—and she says, ‘Could you not?’”

Roxy scoffed. “She actually said that?”

“Yep. Then she sits down and plays something crazy-elegant, pretty enough to make you forget your own name. Offers me coffee and dessert, gives me a tour, and before I leave, she says, ‘Come by my boutique sometime, I’ll give you the behind-the-scenes tour!’”

Roxy smirked. “Sure she did.”

“No, seriously!” Lark insisted. “And the whole time she’s trying not to hum ‘Baby Shark,’ but you know it’s still stuck in her head.”

Roxy looked down and shook her own head, smiling at the thought.
Soon, the pair arrived at Espresso Yourself. Roxy found herself sitting cross-legged on a floor cushion because Lark wouldn’t shut up about poetry night.

“It’s not like that kind of poetry, I swear,” Lark had insisted earlier. “Nobody’s gonna read a haiku about snowflakes or whatever. Streamlet runs a tight mic. And they got root beer floats.”

“I like haikus,” Roxy had muttered under her breath.

Lark either didn’t hear her or decided not to.

Now she sat nursing a sweating glass of something fizzy and vaguely vanilla while the buzz of amateur ambition filled the cozy space. Folding chairs borrowed from the church basement, twinkle lights strung low across the brick wall, someone’s little brother sneaking cupcakes from the pastry case.

“Streamlet,” Roxy repeated under her breath, making a face. “That’s really her name?”

“Yeah,” Lark said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “Her parents were into folk music. Made a pun because of her last name. Lark sang, Down yonder green valley where streamlets meander…”

Roxy gave a small nod. “Streamlet. And she still kept it, huh?”

Lark snorted. “You’re impossible.”

“Seriously, though, what is it with this place?”

“You’re in Marzipan Station now, sweetie. Wait until you meet Ashley Passionfruit and Desdemona Butterscotch.”

Roxy slapped her palm to her face. “Are these actual people or scented candles?”

Lark sipped her latte and laughed.

Roxy shook her head. “Next you’re going to introduce me to Rainbow Brite and Strawberry Shortcake.”

“Oh yeah,” chirped Lark. “They’re in a band called the Scare Bears!”
“I’m leaving,” Roxy said flatly, starting to stand up.

Lark grabbed her arm and pulled her back down. “Relax, kid, I’m messing with you!”

Roxy groaned audibly.

Lark sipped her latte and laughed. “With Amber’s crowd? None of those names are real, sweetie. They pick ’em up at the soirées, like fancy party favors, ya know?”

Roxy frowned. “So they just… make something up and...?”

“Not exactly,” Lark said, eyes twinkling. “Amber makes it a whole thing. You want in, you ditch your boring birth name at the door. Amber gives you one. New mask, new name, new rules. That’s why they sound more like stage acts than people.”

Roxy tipped her head. “And you?”

Lark smiled, but softer this time. “Lark’s my nom de plume, doll. The one I use when I write my stuff.”

Roxy smirked. “So what’s on your birth certificate?”

For once, Lark went quiet, stirring the straw in her glass until the ice rattled. “Just Lark. 'kay?”

Roxy let it go as Lark began scanning the crowd.

“There she is,” she whispered, nudging Roxy with an elbow.

Roxy followed her gaze. “Who? Shortcake?”

“Shh! No, Streamlet!” Lark whispered. “She’s the emcee. It’s starting.”

A blonde woman stepped up to the mic stand set up between the front window and the pastry case, tablet in hand, smiling like she had a secret she might share if you asked real nice. Green eyes that seemed to notice everything but judge nothing. A teacup sat on the stool beside her.

“Welcome, wanderers and wordsmiths,” said the emcee. “Tonight’s theme is ghosts you carry, and the ones that carry you. But don’t worry—first-timers can read whatever they like. Please don’t ask me to explain the fire code if we’re over capacity. We’ll just say the air is dense with metaphors.”

Polite laughter mixed with a few groans. Roxy smiled despite herself.

Streamlet introduced the first reader, then stepped back, sipping her tea. She didn’t just emcee—she listened. Really listened. Her eyes tracked every poet like they were performing open-heart surgery, and she was taking notes for God.

“I cried. Oranges. And a monkey,” the woman announced dramatically. “Thank you!”

She bowed to uproarious applause, then returned to her seat.

Roxy looked over at Lark, who was clapping politely, then back to the stage.

“That’s... that’s it?” Roxy whispered. “I cried, oranges, and a monkey? That’s the whole poem?”

The woman was still bowing.

“I’ve written grocery lists with more emotional depth than that,” she hissed.

“I know,” soothed Lark. “Did the monkey make her cry? Did she cry oranges? Was she crying ABOUT oranges while looking at a monkey?”

By now, the next poet was beginning: “Leftovers in Styrofoam and Other Things He Forgot.”

“I’m going up next,” Lark whispered enthusiastically.

“What?” Roxy hissed. “You didn’t bring anything.”

Lark grinned. “Girl, I am the thing.”

She strutted toward the mic with all the humility of a shooting star. Roxy sat frozen, heart doing that thud-thud-thud thing it did whenever someone she knew suddenly stood in the spotlight.

Lark’s poem was called “Letting Your Hearts Show”.

It was brutal. And gorgeous. And raw enough that Roxy felt like someone had peeled her open by accident. She looked down at her hands, not sure if she was clapping or trembling.

When Lark returned, cheeks flushed, she dropped onto the cushion with a deep exhale.

“Okay,” she said. “Now it’s your turn.”

Roxy nearly choked. “What?”

“I signed you up. Don’t worry. You’re like, tenth. Gives you time to freak out.”

“Lark!” Roxy’s voice was sharp. “No. Absolutely not. I’m NOT doing this!”

“Oh, come on—”

“No!” Roxy started to stand, but Lark was already bouncing to her feet.

“Hey, everyone!” Lark called out to the coffee shop, her voice carrying over the low hum of conversation. “My friend Roxy here is a little shy, but she wrote this absolutely incredible poem that you all need to hear!”

Roxy froze, horror washing over her face as heads turned in their direction.

“It’s about love and healing, and it’s so beautiful it made me cry when I read it!” Lark continued, gesturing enthusiastically toward Roxy. “She’s got this amazing talent and—”

“Lark, stop,” Roxy hissed, but several people were already smiling and nodding encouragingly.

“We’d love to hear it!” someone called out.

“Yeah, don’t be shy!” another voice added.

Roxy looked around at all the expectant faces, trapped by Lark’s well-meaning publicity campaign. The weight of their anticipation pressed down on her like a physical thing.

Without a word, she grabbed her jacket and bolted for the door.

Lark watched her go, the enthusiasm draining from her face as she realized what she’d done.

“Oh,” she said quietly to the room full of confused poets. “Maybe... maybe next time.”

Lark sighed, chin in her hands. Roxy would calm down eventually, but this situation would require some damage control.

Roxy slammed the door behind her hard enough to rattle the stained-glass panel and walked into the house. She ripped off her black strappy sandals and hurled them at the wall. An ugly black streak marred the wallpaper where they’d struck. Her bag followed, then she flung her jacket and knocked over a chair with a hollow thud. She went to the sink, filled a glass with water, and drank half of it without stopping, her shoulders tight. The glass hit the counter with a sharp crack as she yanked open the fridge and scanned the shelves. Nothing. Freezer next—slammed shut, then open again as if something might have appeared in the last two seconds. Same with the lower door. She checked the tops of cabinets, inside mugs, under the sink—anywhere a bottle could be stashed.

The front door opened again.

Cal stepped inside, keys still in his hand, and stopped. Roxy was braced against the counter, scanning cupboards, her breath sharp and fast. For a split second, the scene blurred with another—a different kitchen, a different woman—and his stomach knotted.

Not again.

He shut the door quietly, staying just inside it. She still hadn’t noticed him.
“Roxy—” he started softly.

She spun on him, eyes flashing. “Don’t. Just… don’t.”

He froze.

“What happened?” he asked, his voice tight with fear.

She shook her head, turned back to the counter, leaning on it like it was the only thing holding her up. “It was all so… stupid. Lark being Lark. You know how she gets.”

“I’m getting the idea,” Cal said carefully, moving a little closer. “What’d she do?”

Roxy’s throat went dry. The real answer sat heavy on her tongue — that Lark had read the poem. The one she’d written for him, to him. The one she wasn’t ready for him to see. She could already picture his face if he knew, and the thought made her stomach twist.

“Lark, she… got carried away,” she said instead, eyes on the counter.

“Carried away how?”

She felt the lie forming and hated it. “Signed me up for something I didn’t want to do.”

Cal studied her, waiting for more.

“She knows I hate that,” Roxy added, forcing a shrug she didn’t feel. “Put me on the spot. I bailed. End of story.”

It wasn’t the end of the story, not by a long shot, but it was all she could give him without telling the rest. She hated the way it sounded — flimsy, incomplete — but she didn’t have anything better that wouldn’t open the door to all the things she couldn’t say yet.

Her shoulders stayed rigid, her breathing shallow. That cold weight pressed in on him—the same feeling he’d had in another doorway, another time, when it was already too late. He wasn’t going to let it happen again.
He stepped closer and laid a hand on her arm. “Come sit down.”

She didn’t argue but didn’t meet his eyes. She let him steer her to a chair, dropped into it, and stared at the tabletop.

“I’ll make tea,” he said, moving toward the kettle.

“Tea?” she echoed acidly.

“You like tea, right? Sometimes?” His hands weren’t as steady as he wanted them to be as he filled the kettle and set it on the burner.

When it began to hum, he brought the mug to her and set it down. She didn’t reach for it right away.

“I hate that I do want it,” she murmured.

“I’ll take it,” Cal said quietly, sitting across from her.

She looked at him for a second, then picked up the mug and held it, not drinking yet, but not letting go either.

“You’re safe,” he told her, almost too soft to hear.

Her shoulders eased a little. She was trying—and for now, that was enough.



Chapter 13
Burnt Offerings


Cal was already dressed when Roxy wandered into the kitchen, still pulling back her hair with a scrunchie. He stood by the counter, work boots laced, jacket in hand.

“Randy’s waiting,” he said, eyes flicking toward the door.

She gave a small nod. “Drive safe.”

“See you tonight.”

She stayed by the counter, sipping her water. He adjusted his jacket twice before finally heading for the door. Neither of them had said much since last night, and neither seemed ready to break the quiet first.

When the door closed, Roxy stared at the empty space where he’d been. She wasn’t sure what would fix things, but doing nothing felt worse.

Roxy flopped onto the couch, pulled her journal from the coffee table, and flipped through pages of her own messy handwriting. Most of it was fragmentary. Her finger stopped on an entry from two weeks ago:

Cal made soup today. Real soup, not from a can. Said I looked tired. Didn’t ask why, just brought me a bowl and sat with me while I ate it. Don’t know what I did to deserve this.

She turned the page. Another entry:  Woke up from a nightmare. Cal was already making tea before I even said anything. How does he always know?

And another:  He bought groceries again. Filled the whole fridge like we’re a real family or something. I keep waiting for him to get tired of taking care of me.
Roxy closed the journal and leaned back against the cushions. Three years on the streets, and before that, bouncing between foster homes where dinner was whatever was cheapest and easiest. She’d eaten cold ravioli straight from the can, shared day-old donuts behind a bakery, and made meals out of whatever she could pocket from convenience stores.

She’d never made a meal for anyone in her life. Never had anyone to cook for, never had a kitchen that felt safe enough to try. The closest she’d come was heating up ramen noodles on a hot plate in some rundown motel.

But Cal... Cal cooked. Real food, with actual ingredients. He’d stand at the stove stirring something that smelled like home, humming under his breath like it was the most natural thing in the world.

Maybe that’s what people did when they cared about someone. Maybe that’s how you showed love when words felt too dangerous to say out loud.

She picked up her phone and started scrolling. Recipe after recipe flashed by - too complicated, too many ingredients, too intimidating. Then she found one that made her pause: chicken piccata. The picture was all golden-brown chicken and bright green beans, plated like something from a magazine. It looked...do-able.

At the market, she kept the recipe open in her cart, checking off what she needed. Chicken breasts - she thought that would be easy until she reached the freezer case. Boneless, bone-in, thin cut, thick cut, family packs, organic, free-range, frozen solid, fresh but expensive. The recipe just said “chicken breasts,” like that narrowed it down.

She stood there for five minutes, phone in one hand, freezer door handle in the other, letting all the cold air out while she tried to figure out what the hell the difference was. A package marked down 50% caught her eye - now that was more like it. She grabbed it and moved on.

Baby broccoli took another ten minutes of wandering. She finally found a bag of small, green vegetables that didn’t look like broccoli, but hey, they were green. “Brussels sprouts,” she mumbled as she read the package. “Oh, well. How different can they be?”

Next, she stared at the large sacks of potatoes and thought about washing and peeling and whatever else you did to them. Nope. She found instant mashed potatoes in single-serve microwave cups nearby. Perfect - she knew how to work a microwave.

Orange juice for the...she squinted at her phone...sauce? That seemed weird, but okay. She grabbed the first bottle she saw.

She wandered through three aisles looking for chicken broth before finally approaching the woman behind the deli counter, who was watching her with patient amusement.

“Excuse me, do you have chicken broth?”

“Soup aisle, honey. Right behind you, bottom shelf.”

Roxy turned around. There it was, exactly where she hadn’t looked. Capers. What the hell were capers? She stared at her phone, then at the shelves, then back at her phone. After ten minutes of searching every aisle twice, she gave up. How important could they be?  Cheese presented another wall of options. She grabbed something powdered that came in a green can.

By the time she made it to checkout, she realized she hadn’t thought about getting all this home. The cashier loaded everything into three plastic bags that cut into her fingers, and she had to juggle them along with her phone to catch the Main Street trolley back to Marzipan Station.

Back home, she lined up her haul on the counter and set the oven to 425. She unwrapped the chicken, dropped it in a clean baking pan, and shoved it into the oven.

She tossed the sprouts into a pot of cold water and turned the burner on, figuring it would heat up as it cooked. She peeled the lid off the potato cup, poured in water, and set it in the microwave for a minute and a half. Then she left it to cool on the counter while she poured grape juice into a tall glass pitcher for presentation.

By the time thirty minutes had passed, the chicken was dry, the edges dark, and the bottom scorched where it had welded itself to the pan. The sprouts were still firm and pale, the water barely clouded. The potatoes had gone cold and stiff in their cup, forming lumpy peaks.
She was still trying to pry the chicken loose with a fork when the front door opened.

Cal stepped in, holding a bouquet of carnations in one hand, an elegant, white envelope in the other. He took one step inside and stopped, scanning the smoke-hazed kitchen, the undercooked vegetables, and the cold potatoes. The flowers lowered an inch. The envelope shifted to his other hand. Roxy looked up, cheeks pink with humiliation. She held a fork in one hand while she nursed a burnt finger on the other.

“You were… making dinner?” Cal asked in surprise.

“Do we have an aloe plant out there?” Roxy whimpered, pointing toward the garden with her fork.

He crossed the room, dropping the envelope and flowers on the kitchen table, and put a reassuring arm around her shoulders.

“Come on,” Cal said softly. “We’re going out tonight. Change into something nice.”

Roxy gave him a flat look. “You realize I own one whole skirt, right?”
Still, a few minutes later, she emerged in that swishy skirt, one of the cute tops Lark had bought her, and her red scarf knotted loosely at her neck. Meanwhile, Cal had traded his work shirt for a clean button-down and jacket.

It was nearly dark by the time they pulled into the narrow lot behind Caravaggio’s. The air that greeted them was rich with the scent of warm bread, garlic melting into olive oil, and the faintest trace of rosemary, wrapping around them before they even stepped inside.

Caravaggio’s wasn’t the kind of place that needed to advertise — the regulars filled it most nights without fail. Checkered tablecloths, flickering candles in mismatched jars, and walls crowded with framed black-and-white photos that might have been family or might have been movie stars; it didn’t matter.

Cal held the door for her, and Roxy slipped in cautiously. A hostess in a black tuxedo looked up, smiled warmly at Cal, then led them to a corner booth beneath a mural of a sunlit vineyard.

While they waited, the room seemed to relax around them. It was quieter here than the kitchen back home, more peaceful than the drive over. Cal drummed his fingers once on the table, stopped himself, and leaned back, eyes scanning the room.

“Fancy,” Roxy said admiringly, tracing the edge of her water glass with one finger.

They didn’t need to fill every second with words. The smells from the open kitchen, the low buzz of conversation, and the occasional laugh from another table–Roxy felt more than a little overwhelmed. From hidden speakers, loud, upbeat, Italian music bounced through the room — all swinging horns and playful swagger — filling the room with the sort of kitschy charm you couldn’t help but notice.

The waitress arrived with menus and placed them in front of them. Cal thanked her with a polite nod. Roxy was overwhelmed by so many dishes she didn’t recognize.

“They have the pizza,” offered Cal.

When the server returned, they ordered a large margherita pizza, thin crust, with extra basil.

The pizza arrived quickly, steam curling up from the blistered crust. Cal served her a slice first before taking his own. They ate without rushing, trading a few quiet comments about the food and the people at nearby tables.

By the time only two slices remained, the room had settled into a low, steady hum. Cal pushed his plate back, glanced at the dessert menu tucked behind the salt and pepper shakers, and looked at her over the top of it.
“Something sweet?” he asked.

Before she could answer, the music shifted.

It wasn’t loud, just the easy melody of a picked guitar followed by a voice warm enough to draw every ear in the room and soft enough to lull a baby into sweet dreams. It was a simple, slow ballad that was older than either of them but somehow fresh all the same.

The words stole Roxy’s breath for a moment. She looked up, catching Cal’s gaze. Something unspoken passed between them — a question, an answer, and maybe something more.

Cal offered his hand and led her out of the booth without a word. She hesitated long enough to feel her heartbeat in her throat, then placed her fingers in his.

They stepped into the open space between the tables, moving gracefully. Her hand found his shoulder while his settled at her waist as they began to sway. Time stood still as the beauty of the melody washed over them. The rest of the room fell away as they danced on air, just the two of them, swaying to a song they had now become theirs.

When the last note faded, they didn’t part right away. Cal brushed a gentle hand against her cheek, and their eyes met. The kiss was unhurried and delicate. As they stood holding each other, Cal could feel her trembling slightly. He tried to hide the fact that he was, too.

The sound of applause broke their reverie. They turned to see the other diners clapping — some smiling knowingly, others raising their glasses. Even the kitchen staff had leaned out from behind the pass-through, grinning.

Roxy felt her cheeks warm, but she didn’t let go of his hand.

“Guess we just gave them dinner and a show,” she murmured.

The clapping faded, and Cal steered her toward the door without a word. They’d barely cleared the last table when the maître d’ stepped into Cal’s path, leaning in as if to adjust a place setting. His voice was pitched low, meant for Cal alone.

“It’s been taken care of,” he murmured, tilting his head almost imperceptibly toward a corner table before slipping away.

Cal didn’t look. He simply offered his arm, and together they stepped out into the cool night air.

From her corner table, Lark smiled into her glass. Having followed them here after seeing them leave the house all dressed up, guilt gnawed at her since the poetry night disaster. She’d been watching Cal and Roxy over the flickering candle for over an hour.

When the music shifted and Cal had offered his hand, Lark had felt her chest tighten. She’d watched Roxy hesitate, then take his fingers, and something beautiful unfolded between them on that small patch of floor between the tables.

They moved like they’d been dancing together for years, lost in each other and the melody. Lark could see it in their faces - the way Cal looked at Roxy like she was the only person in the world, the way Roxy let herself be vulnerable in his arms.

When the song ended and they kissed, soft and unhurried, Lark had known it was time to do something.

She started clapping, loud and enthusiastic, and the rest of the room followed. As the applause built and Roxy’s cheeks flushed pink, Lark slipped from her table and made her way to the maître d’ station.

“Excuse me,” she whispered urgently to the man in the crisp black suit.

“The couple who just danced? Table seven? I’d like to take care of their bill.”

The maître d’ glanced toward Cal and Roxy, still standing close together, then back at Lark. “Of course, miss. Shall I mention—”

“No,” Lark said quickly, pressing cash into his hand. “Just tell him it’s been taken care of. Don’t say who.”

The maître d’ nodded with professional discretion. “Very good, miss.”
Lark hurried back to her corner table, heart pounding, and watched as Cal and Roxy made their way toward the door. When the maître d’ intercepted Cal with his quiet message, she held her breath.


Chapter 14
Ready or Not


The rain had started sometime before dawn and brought a fragrant aroma from the garden. Somewhere out beyond the hedges, the town clock tower chimed the hour, a mellow, measured sound that reminded Cal of childhood Sundays with his parents. He took a sip of tea and sighed nostalgically. Roxy detected the trace of a smile and placed her hand on his.
The kitchen table was set light — two mugs of tea, a plate of split English muffins, and three jars of jam from Roxy’s recent wander. Between the mugs, yellow carnations Cal had brought home two nights ago stood in a slender, pink glass vase. Their stems had been clipped, the water fresh. He noticed the way she’d left them where he couldn’t miss them.

Roxy bit into her muffin, chewed, and made a face. “You know what I hate about fancy restaurants?”

Cal looked up from buttering his half. “The food?”

“The applause,” she said tersely.

He grinned into his tea. “You handled it fine.”

“I didn’t handle it at all,” Roxy growled. “I just stood there like the village idiot while the whole place lost its collective mind.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Cal soothed.

“Oh, excuse me, I forgot. You were too busy bowing.”

He laughed, but she didn’t quite meet his eyes, tearing off another piece of muffin instead. “Admit it, though. It was nice.”

Her mouth tilted in something halfway between a smile and a wince. “Yeah, well…I guess so. But if you’re going to keep taking me to places like that, I should probably get a job. Something that doesn’t pay in lint and IOUs.”

Cal leaned back. “Been thinking about that for a while, huh?”

“I’ve been thinking about the fact that you work, Lark works, and I’m here all day pacing like a caged ferret. Cabin fever’s getting real.” She pointed at the muffins. “See? This is me doing something. I’m a domestic goddess now.”

“Sure you are,” he said, all warmth and no sarcasm. “I think you’d be great at whatever you wanted to do.”

“I don’t need a gold star for trying.”

He set his mug down, his expression shifting. “Speaking of gold stars… someone might be giving us one.” He nodded toward the counter, where an embossed, purple envelope leaned against the breadbox. “That came yesterday. Thought maybe we should open it together.”

Roxy raised an eyebrow. “Looks… oddly formal.”

“I thought so, too,” Cal said. “And the shape — not a regular letter. Almost looks like a birthday card.”

Roxy turned it over in her hands, suspicious. “It’s addressed to us, but who’s it from? No return address. No stamp… wait.”

“What’s up?” Cal asked.

“Look at this mark. Seem familiar?”

“Maybe,” Cal said slowly.

“Back in a sec.” Roxy dashed out and returned with the Marzipan Station pamphlet they’d found back in Ashhaven.

“Yeah,” Cal said. “I see it. But what’s ‘AG’?”

They bent over it together, the muffins forgotten.

There was no stamp, no address—only their names, written in looping violet script:

Mr. Calvin P. Walker & Miss Roxanne M. Dequindre

Roxy glanced at it skeptically. “You didn’t order anything weird again, did you?”

“I never order weird things,” Cal replied, though he looked as confused as she did. He broke the seal carefully.

Inside was a folded invitation dusted with silver glitter that caught the light like starlight. The words unfurled in elegant calligraphy:

You Are Cordially Invited to: An Aria in Amethyst
An evening curated by Ms. Amber Glitterpop
at the Rose Labyrinth, Wimblewick House
Saturday next, at moonrise
An intimate gathering for those whose presence is a note worth hearing.
Dress in your most resplendent finery
No RSVP required.

Your arrival is already anticipated.

Roxy’s jaw tightened as she read the looping violet script: Mr. Calvin P. Walker & Miss Roxanne M. Dequindre.

“No one calls me that and lives.” She gripped the envelope hard enough to wrinkle it and started toward the fireplace.

Cal snatched it from her hand before she could follow through.

“Easy,” he said steadily. “It’s only paper.”

Roxy stared at the invitation like it might bite her. “What the hell is a ‘Wimblewick’ and why do they want us there?”

“Maybe it’s just—”

“How does she know my name, Cal?” Roxy’s voice went flat, dangerous.

“My full name. Miss Roxanne M. Dequindre.” She started pacing between the couch and the kitchen. “We’ve been here what, a week? Keeping quiet, staying to ourselves. And this woman I’ve never met somehow knows my middle initial?”

Cal looked down at the invitation again, frowning. “Maybe it’s public record or something?”

“Public record.” Roxy’s laugh was sharp, humorless. “Yeah, it probably is. You know where you find Roxanne M. Dequindre in public records?”
She stopped pacing, arms wrapped tight around herself. “Booking sheets. Court documents. Hospital intake forms. Every time I got arrested, every time I overdosed, every time social services had to scrape me off the street - it was always ‘Roxanne M. Dequindre’ on the paperwork.”

Cal went very still. “Roxy...”

“Never anything good,” she continued, her voice getting harder. “Never graduation certificates or scholarship letters. Police reports and medical records and all that official documentation of how badly I was screwing up my life.”

She turned to face him directly. “Roxanne isn’t my name when things are going well, Cal. It’s my name when I’m in trouble. When I’m nobody’s sweetheart or honey or anything nice. When I’m another case number whose full legal name is on all the wrong kinds of paperwork.”

“What does it make you feel?”

Roxy was quiet for a long moment. “Like I’m being hunted.”

Cal set the invitation down carefully on the counter. “Hunted how?”

“Someone’s been digging, Cal. Someone looked me up, found my arrest records, my hospital stays, maybe even my foster care files. And then they decided to summon me to their party using the name from all my worst moments.” Her voice got smaller. “That’s not an invitation. That’s someone showing me they know exactly who I used to be.”

Cal stepped closer. “But you’re not that person anymore.”

“Tell that to whoever sent this.” She gestured at the invitation. “They didn’t address it to ‘Roxy’ - the name I chose, the person I’m trying to be. They used ‘Roxanne M. Dequindre’ - the person who couldn’t stay clean, couldn’t stay out of trouble, couldn’t stay anywhere.”

She sank onto the couch, suddenly looking exhausted. “I spent so long trying to get away from that name, Cal. Trying to become someone who deserved better than police stations and emergency rooms.”

Cal sat down beside her, careful not to crowd her. “You ever notice how people who are actually close almost never use names? Like, you don’t walk up to your best friend and go ‘Hey, Jennifer, how’s it going?’ You just start talking because you know they’re listening.”

Roxy tilted her head, studying him. “Yeah, that’s true.”

“Names are for getting someone’s attention. For introductions. For formal stuff.” She gestured toward the invitation. “For paperwork when you’re in trouble.”

“So when this Amber person uses my full legal name...”

“She’s making a point,” Cal finished quietly. “She wants you to know she’s done her research.”

Cal shrugged, equal parts uneasy and intrigued. “I think this might be one of those local things.”

“Yeah, well,” she muttered, “I’ve had enough ‘things’ to last a lifetime.”
Still, she didn’t throw it away.

Cal turned the envelope over again, then unfolded the thick, perfumed card inside. “Aria in Amethyst,” he read aloud, brow raised. “Sounds… whimsical.”

Roxy snorted. “That’s one word for it.”

He leaned back in the creaky chair and waved the invitation like a fan.

“Come on, Roxy. A garden party? It might be good for us. Meet some locals, shake off the last few weeks, maybe even enjoy ourselves.” He looked at her. “We could use a break. Something—normal. Or at least Sour Apple-normal.”

Roxy took the card from him and read the fine print aloud: “Resplendent finery, huh?” She snorted and gestured toward her ripped jeans. “Does this look resplendent to you?”

Her face fell, and her voice softened. “I don’t even own socks that match. Let alone resplendent anything. What am I supposed to wear, Cal? My threadbare tank top and jeans with the busted knee?”

Cal tensed as he caught the look in her eyes—half-joking, half-panic, and fighting back very real tears.

“Hey. I didn’t mean to push. I just thought it might help. A fresh beginning, you know?”

She leaned on her elbows, rubbing her temples. “We’ve got, what, maybe a couple hundred bucks between us? I’m not exactly in a position to go dress shopping. And you read the guest list—it says ‘invited residents of distinction.’ I’m not sure they meant us. This is obviously a mistake.”
He hesitated, watching her closely. “It’s not just the clothes, is it?”

She didn’t answer at first. Then, softly: “What if she’s there?”

Cal didn’t have to ask who she was.

“Then we hold our heads high,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “You don’t owe anyone anything, Roxy. Least of all someone like her.”

Roxy gave a bitter smile. “You’ve never seen May Belle Slocum in full social strut, have you?”

“No,” Cal replied evenly, setting down his mug. “But I’ve seen Roxy Dequindre survive worse.”

Her eyes darted to the window, to the quiet garden glistening under the soft rain.

“What if she says something? What if she sees me and decides it’s her chance to remind me where I came from? I’m not exactly Cinderella. She’ll—” Her voice caught. Tears spilled before she could finish.
Cal reached across the table, covering her hand with his.

“Then we show her you’re not that girl anymore,” he said quietly. “Roxy, look at me.”

She shook her head. “I’m not ready for this.”

Her voice was cracking, but he didn’t let go.

“Then we wait. And later, if you decide you’re ready, we can go.”

Roxy pulled in a shaky breath, nodded once, and eased her hand from his. She didn’t say anything as she stood, crossed the room, and disappeared down the hall. Cal heard the soft creak of the bathroom door, then the quiet click of the latch.

A moment later, the pipes groaned, followed by the steady rush of water filling the tub. He’d seen the way she came back from those soaks—shoulders lower, breathing easier, eyes clearer. If that was what it took to help her breathe right now, he wasn’t going to argue.

Cal sat back, the kitchen suddenly too still. He rubbed a hand over his jaw, then reached for his phone.

“Hello, Lark? This is Cal Walker. Yeah, Roxy’s friend…”


Chapter 15
Total Eclipse

Roxy walked down the hall, a towel turbaned around her damp hair. The bath had done its job - her shoulders felt looser, her breathing steadier. She’d been ridiculous about the whole thing. It was just a party. They’d figure something out. She turned the corner into the kitchen and froze.
Lark sat at the table, drinking tea.

Her outfit looked like it had crash-landed from another century and decided to make itself comfortable: bright blue skirt over purple tights, yellow leg warmers bunched at her ankles, a neon geometric top that could probably be seen from space. A side ponytail bobbed jauntily over one shoulder, headband to match, and white go-go boots polished to a mirror shine.

Roxy did a double-take. “What… are you wearing?”

Lark set her mug down, unbothered. “Oh, this? Cal said emergency, so I dressed accordingly.”

“An emergency?” Roxy echoed.

Lark didn’t answer as she sipped her tea.

Roxy turned to Cal. “This is how you want to play it—bringing my best friend into it?”

Cal’s mouth opened, then closed again. He let out a slow breath, hands lifting in a small surrender before he turned away. The tap squeaked on, and he busied himself rinsing out a teacup he didn’t really need to wash.
Lark set her mug down and looked straight at Roxy. “Make yourself presentable. We’re going out.”

Roxy was speechless. Lark smiled to herself and took another satisfied sip of tea while she waited for Roxy to change. A few minutes later, they left the house. Roxy was still bristling from the exchange with Cal, Lark positively glowing as if she’d just been handed the keys to a kingdom. Outside, Lark’s red Mercedes convertible was parked by the curb.

“Get in,” Lark ordered as she slid behind the wheel.

Roxy pulled open the passenger door, then hesitated. On the seat sat a shiny pink diary with a glittery brass lock. Princess was stamped across the cover in looping silver letters. She glanced at Lark.

Lark kept her eyes on the road as she pulled away from the curb. “Yours,” she said simply. “And yeah. Sorry, babe. Won’t happen again.”

Roxy snorted, half a laugh despite herself, and the tension eased a notch.
After a few blocks, Lark commanded, “All right, babe. Time to spill. What’s she got on you that has you so spooked?”

“It’s nothing,” Roxy said.

“Uh-huh. Nothing. Which totally explains the little kitchen meltdown earlier.” Lark’s tone was casual, almost conversational.

When Roxy didn’t answer, Lark glanced over, still smiling. “So come on. Seriously. Talk to me. What does she have on you? I can’t help if you leave me in the dark.”

Roxy took a deep breath.

“May Belle was this rising-star type. Thought she could make it big. She’d been playing the club scene long enough to get some attention. Finally got invited to open for Darla DeWitt. Was gonna be a national live-stream and everything.”

“That doesn’t sound bad so far, babe,” Lark commented.

“It gets worse,” continued Roxy. “May Belle had this song, ‘Red, White, and Bluetooth.’ People liked it. Was supposed to be her ticket to mainstream, right?”

“Okay.”

“She choked,” Roxy said flatly.

“What do you mean?” queried Lark.

“Opened her mouth, and nothing came out. Just stood there like a fool,” Roxy explained. “Deer in the freaking headlights.”

“So, did she recover?” asked Lark.

“She tried,” Roxy mused. “Ran backstage, cried for a minute (you could tell from her make-up), they came back out all sniffly.”

“Poor woman,” Lark said softly, but Roxy snorted.

“So she skipped ahead to the chorus, and her band didn’t know what she was doing, so they stopped. One of the band members made some comment about her not being ready. Mics picked it up. Whole country heard it.”

Lark gasped. Roxy continued.

“The crowd heard it, too. Started booing and stuff. May Belle ran backstage again. Didn’t come back this time. The crowd got antsy.”

“I think I maybe heard about this,” Lark mumbled.

“So finally Darla takes the stage, and halfway through her signature song, May Belle finally decides she’s ready,” continued Roxy.

“I did hear about this,” Lark jumped in. “Halfway through ‘Karma’s Got Spurs,’ May Belle comes running back out...”

“...and tries to duet on the chorus,” Roxy finished. “Made Darla look like a fool, cause the fans thought it was planned or something. People started leaving, asking for money back. Ruined the tour,” she finished.

“Okay, but what does that...” Lark started. Roxy cut her off.

“I was backstage. I was Darla’s junior assistant press manager, or some stupid title like that. Basically, I was her social media person.”

“Uh-oh...” Lark gasped. “Tell me you...”

“Yeah,” Roxy confessed. “It was me. Went on all the socials and trashed the hell out of May Belle. I was young, drunk, and stupid.”

“How did she?”

“Knox. My ex,” Roxy explained. “We were dating at the time. He kinda had a thing for May Belle anyway.”

“And told Rockabilly Barbie all about it,” Lark finished. “Dang, sweetie. No wonder.”

Roxy rolled her eyes and turned back to the window, and stayed quiet for a while.

The GPS chimed from the dash. Turn right in 500 feet.

Roxy frowned. “This isn’t the way to town. Where are we going?”

Lark flicked on the turn signal and cranked the wheel, taking them onto a winding two-lane road.

“Sophia’s house,” Lark said, as if it were the most obvious answer in the world. She reached over and tapped her phone, and an upbeat tune burst from the speakers as the top dropped back with a mechanical whir.

“Why?”

“You need a dress, babe?”

“What? You did call her first, right?”

“Nope.” Lark merged into traffic with the ease of someone who’d been planning this since breakfast. “I like to keep things spontaneous.”

Roxy turned sharply, disbelief written all over her face. Without missing a beat, Lark tapped her phone, and the opening notes of Baby Shark blared instantly from the car’s speakers.

“Dear God.” Roxy groaned, slapped her palm over her face, then muttered, “This isn’t happening.”

Lark smiled, tapping the steering wheel in time to the chorus and humming along with exaggerated cheer. The engine roared as Lark floored the accelerator. The speedometer soon clocked 80 mph and climbing. Wind stung their faces and whipped their hair loose in seconds.
“Lark—”

“WHOO! Ninety!” Lark whooped over the music, taking a sharp bend like she’d been born on the road.

“We’re gonna die,” Roxy mourned, clutching the bottom of her custom leather bucket-seat with both hands and praying she didn’t lose her breakfast.

Lark only laughed, singing along at the top of her lungs as the Mercedes flew down the curve of the hill. Sophia’s long, private drive appeared out of nowhere, curving between rows of cypress and wild roses. Lark downshifted hard, the Mercedes hugging the turn with a protesting squeal of tires before straightening out on the gravel lane.

They rolled to a stop in front of a sprawling, sun-washed house that looked like it belonged on the cover of a magazine.

Roxy exhaled slowly, peeling her fingers from the seat. “Still alive,” she muttered.

Lark grinned as she killed the engine. “You’re welcome.”

Lark gave the bell three sharp jabs, then a long, drawn-out press that echoed somewhere deep inside the house.

The door opened to reveal a woman in a crisp navy dress, her hair swept into a bun so tight it looked shellacked into place. She gave Lark a once-over, then Roxy, her mouth tightening into a line.

“Miss Forenza is occupied,” the woman said coolly.

“Then it’s a good thing we came to fix that,” Lark replied, breezing past as if the woman had opened the door out of sheer enthusiasm.

The housekeeper’s disapproval followed them like a shadow until another set of footsteps sounded in the hall.

Sophia Forenza appeared, framed by the high archway, the sweep of her long purple gown catching the filtered light from the tall windows. She stopped short at the sight of them—Lark, a riot of neon and spandex in her blue skirt, purple tights, and yellow leg warmers; Roxy in her worn jeans and t-shirt, looking like she’d wandered off a 1980s movie set.

“Lark,” Sophia said, surprise smoothing into something quieter, warmer. Her gaze shifted to Roxy. “And you’ve brought… company.”

“This is Roxy,” Lark announced as though it explained everything.
Sophia’s eyes lingered on Roxy for a moment before her expression brightened, the reserve in her posture easing. “What a lovely surprise. Please, come in,” she said, her voice warm in a way that clearly unsettled the housekeeper.

Margareta stepped aside with visible reluctance, but kept sliding into positions that kept her squarely between Lark and the glossy black piano in the corner. The keyboard cover was shut and secured with a small brass lock, and from the stiff set of her shoulders, Roxy suspected Baby Shark was still on a constant loop in the poor woman’s mind. It only took one mischievous glance from Lark to make Margareta take a noticeable step backward. Lark smiled at this small victory.

Sophia glanced toward the kitchen, where she could hear her staff already bustling about. “You have perfect timing, actually! I was just thinking about having a light brunch.” 

She called toward the kitchen, “Maria, could we do the usual Sunday spread but make it a proper brunch for three? The poached eggs with that divine hollandaise, fresh berries - make sure we have plenty of those gorgeous blackberries from the garden - and maybe some of that quinoa granola with the Greek yogurt parfait setup? And definitely the smoked salmon with capers and that herbed cream cheese on the pumpernickel points. Oh, and fresh-pressed green juice - the one with kale, cucumber, and a hint of apple. I’ve got to maintain some semblance of discipline, especially with Fashion Week coming up.” 

She paused thoughtfully. “Actually, let’s add some of those mini croissants too - life’s too short, and Lark will never forgive me if I don’t have something properly indulgent.”

She caught herself mid-gesture and called back toward the kitchen, “Maria, scratch the champagne - let’s do that lovely sparkling elderflower water instead, the one with the beautiful bottles? And maybe some fresh mint sprigs to make it feel festive.” Settling into hostess mode, she turned her attention fully to her unexpected guests. 

Conversation between Lark and Sophia rambled through various topics as they enjoyed the brunch. Roxy remained quiet for several minutes, clearly working up to something.

“What’s with all the candy names?” she asked finally.

Sophia looked up. “What do you mean?”

“Amber Glitterpop. Ashley Passionfruit. Desdemona Butterscotch.” 

Roxy’s voice was flat. “They sound ridiculous.”

Lark shifted in her seat, suddenly focused on her water glass.

“Oh, that.” Sophia set down her coffee cup. “That’s Amber’s whole thing. She renames people.”

“She…renames people,” echoed Roxy in disbelief.

“When they join her circle,” Sophia said. “It started as a sorority bonding thing when they were in college. Ashley’s real name is Passhendaele. Amber changed it to Passionfruit because it sounded better. More exotic or something.”

“And Ashley just,” Roxy paused, “went along with this?”

“If you want to be part of Amber’s world, you kind of have to play by her rules. It’s not like she gives you a choice.” Sophia picked at her napkin. “She presents it as this amazing opportunity. Like, ‘Don’t you want to be someone special? Someone memorable?’”

Roxy’s eyebrow arched. “Not really. Wasn’t Passchendaele like a war or something?”

“It was,” Lark mumbled.

“That’s how she sells it,” Sophia continued. She says regular names are boring. Nobody remembers a Jones or a Smith, so why not stand out? She makes it sound like she’s doing you this huge favor.”

“Better to be weird than boring,” Lark added with a trace of snark.
“Desdemona’s name is actually Butterfield. Amber said that was too old-fashioned. Butterscotch was sweeter, more approachable.”

“And Amber herself?”

“Born Amber Gildenstern. She changed her own name first. Glitterpop was more fun, more magical. Fit her personality better,” Sophia shrugged. “I guess she figured, as long as she was reinventing herself, she’d do the same for her whole crowd.”

“So this is all about control?” Roxy asked warily.

“You could say that. It’s a way to mark territory, her people,” Sophia added. “Once you have one of her names, everyone knows you belong to her. It’s like branding, but for humans.”

“And you?” Roxy asked. “Did she try to rename you, too?”

“She tried,” said Sophia. “Wanted to name me after a sports car. Testarossa.” Classical, elegant, timeless. Very European. Those were her words.” Sophia’s voice carried a hint of bitterness.

“But you weren’t interested. Didn’t need her affirmation,” Roxy concluded.

“Exactly,” Sophia replied.

“That’s messed up,” Roxy said.

“Yeah, well. Welcome to Marzipan Station, where nothing is quite what it seems. Including the people,” Lark mused.

The silence stretched uncomfortably. Just then, Sophia’s staff arrived to clear the last of the plates. Lark set down her water glass with a decisive clink. She turned toward Sophia like a woman on a mission.

“We need a dress,” Lark announced, abruptly changing the subject.
Across the table, Roxy froze mid-sip.

Sophia arched one perfectly shaped brow. “A dress?”

“For her,” Lark continued, indicating Roxy. “Glitterpop’s next soiree’s in a week, and she,” Lark jerked her head toward Roxy without breaking eye contact with Sophia, “got invited. Which means she needs a dress.”
Roxy nearly choked. “I—”

Sophia’s expression softened, the corners of her mouth curving upward. “Ah. An emergency.”

“Yes,” Lark replied. “No way my best friend is walking in there in jeans and combat boots. Not on my watch.”

“And so you came to me,” mused Sophia.

“Doll,” Lark responded, casually, “you are absolutely the only one I trust to handle this properly.”

Roxy stared at her plate, wishing she could disappear.

Sophia glanced at Roxy, reading the mortification in her downturned face, and then looked back at Lark. “Well, that does sound like something I can help with.”

From her post by the sideboard, Margareta made a sound that might have been a suppressed groan.

Sophia’s smile lingered as she dabbed the corner of her mouth with a linen napkin. “Well then,” she said, as if they’d just agreed on the weather, “we’ll go into town.”

Roxy’s head snapped up. “Town?”

“Mm-hm.” Sophia rose gracefully from her chair, the skirt of her gown whispering against the floor. “I have just the place.”

Lark’s grin went feral. “Oh, this is going to be fun.”

“No,” Roxy said flatly, but she might as well have been talking to the candelabra.

Margareta stepped forward. “Shall I prepare the car, madam?”

“Yes, please,” Sophia replied, already moving toward the door.

Ten minutes later, Roxy found herself in the back seat of a sleek, dark sedan with windows tinted so deeply she could barely make out the summer glare outside. The leather seats were soft and cool against her palms, the faintest hint of jasmine in the air. Up front, a uniformed chauffeur guided the car through the town streets with the smooth confidence of someone who had never once been late.

They didn’t stop in front of the boutique’s double glass doors. Instead, the car slipped into a narrow side street and eased up to a private entrance—an unmarked door of glossy black wood with a discreet brass handle.

Sophia stepped out first, her heels clicking against the pavement. Lark followed, practically buzzing with anticipation. Roxy climbed out last, her stomach twisting again as she realized this wasn’t the casual “shopping trip” she’d been bracing for.

The door opened before Sophia touched the handle, revealing a short hallway lit by soft sconces. The air inside was cooler, quieter, with the faint scent of cedar and something floral she couldn’t quite place.

“After you,” Sophia said, her tone all gracious hostess—but her eyes sparkled with the satisfaction of someone about to share a very well-kept secret.

Roxy stepped inside, her boots making no sound on the thick runner that stretched the length of the narrow hall. She’d been to Sophia’s boutique before—once—and remembered it as bright, airy, and intimidatingly elegant. But this wasn’t the boutique.

No racks. No displays. No faint murmur of customers.

At the end of the hallway, a set of tall double doors stood waiting, their frosted glass panels etched with an intricate pattern of curling vines and blossoms. Sophia produced a small silver key from somewhere within the folds of her gown and turned it in the lock.

The latch gave with a quiet click.

She pushed the doors open to reveal a room unlike anything Roxy had ever seen. The lighting was low but golden, washing over walls lined with gowns in every imaginable hue and texture. They hung on individual stands spaced just far enough apart to let each piece breathe, as though crowding them would be an insult.

Some shimmered faintly, catching the light with an opalescent shift; others seemed to absorb the glow entirely, as if holding their own secrets. Roxy’s eyes caught on a deep green dress with delicate beadwork, and then on the ruffles of a pale silver gown.

Lark exhaled, hands on her hips. “I love this room.”

“This is my private collection,” Sophia explained. “Not for sale. Only for those who need them.”

Roxy glanced sideways. “Need them for what?”

Sophia’s smile deepened enough to be unreadable. “For moments that matter.”

Sophia led them into her private gallery, her fingertips trailing just short of the silks and satins as she passed.

Roxy kept her arms crossed, half to keep from touching anything and half to keep her nerves from showing. Lark, on the other hand, had already darted toward a confection of midnight blue tulle that billowed like a cloud.

Sophia paused before a gown of deep rose velvet, then before one of ivory chiffon, assessing each in turn as if considering them for Roxy. But Roxy’s gaze had already drifted past her, down a narrow aisle to the farthest corner of the room.

Roxy trailed a few steps behind Sophia, her gaze flicking over the gowns displayed like works of art. Every piece looked like it had a history and a price tag she didn’t even want to imagine. The quiet elegance of the space felt heavy, almost suffocating.

“Here ya go, princess!” Lark’s voice shattered the hush, bright and teasing.

Roxy turned to see her holding up a monstrous pink confection with yards of satin and ruffles, grinning like she’d found the crown jewels.

Roxy’s eyes narrowed, but the low growl that slipped out was more reflex than real bite. “Absolutely not.”

Lark set the gown back on its mannequin with mock regret. “Worth a try.”
The jab landed exactly where Lark meant it to. Roxy’s shoulders loosened, and the corner of her mouth twitched in spite of herself.

Sophia’s glance between them was quick, but approving, before she moved further into the room. Roxy followed, no longer hugging the wall quite so tightly, letting her eyes wander more freely over the displays.
The room was hushed except for the faint whisper of fabric as Sophia passed between displays. Roxy let her eyes drift over each gown, the details catching her attention in ways she wouldn’t have admitted an hour ago—the curve of a neckline, the delicate shimmer in beadwork, the way certain fabrics seemed to hold the light.

And then she saw it.

In the far corner, apart from the rest, stood the black gown. Off-the-shoulder, clean lines, elegance without excess. The beadwork at the neckline caught the light in a subtle glint, nothing showy, just classy and elegant. She didn’t remember moving toward it, but with each step, the rest of the room faded back.

“Eclipse,” she whispered, reading a small sign that sat on the floor next to the gown.

Sophia turned just in time to see her stop in front of the dress. “Ah.”
“What?” Roxy asked, her voice a little louder than she’d meant it to be.
Lark appeared at her elbow, eyes widening. “Oh yeah. That one!” Before Roxy could protest, Lark was already circling Eclipse like a jeweler inspecting a diamond. “I knew we’d find it.”

Sophia’s expression was unreadable, but her tone was certain. “It seems the choice has been made.”

“I didn’t…I haven’t decided yet,” Roxy stammered uncertainly.
“No,” Sophia said, a knowing smile playing at her lips. “But it’s the one.”
Roxy’s gaze stayed on the gown. Music washed through her mind as she slow-danced with Cal at Caravaggio’s.

Lark appeared at her side, eyes bright. “Hey! Wake up, kid. Are you going to stand here making moon eyes at it, or are you going to try it on?”

Roxy, snapping out of her daydream, gave Lark a sidelong look, but there was no heat in it. “You’re insufferable,” she said, but she was smiling.

“And you’ll thank me later,” Lark said, already dragging Roxy toward the dressing screen.

For once, Roxy didn’t argue. She trailed her fingertips over the fabric as she passed, feeling the cool smoothness under her hand—and the faintest stir, like the dress had been waiting for her to notice.

Sophia lifted the gown carefully from its stand and passed it to her with a simple, “Go on.”

Roxy hesitated only a moment before slipping behind the dressing screen. The murmur of Lark and Sophia’s voices faded into the background as she eased out of her jeans and t-shirt. The gown’s fabric slid over her skin like water, settling into place as though it knew exactly where it belonged.
She caught her reflection in the mirror—bare shoulders, the graceful sweep of the neckline, the way the skirt draped just right without needing a single adjustment. For a second, she didn’t recognize herself.

When she stepped out from behind the screen, Lark’s reaction was instant and loud. “Oh. My. GOD.” She slapped both hands over her heart. “Somebody get the cameras. This is history!”

Roxy rolled her eyes, but her cheeks warmed anyway.

Sophia’s eyes softened, taking her in with a quiet approval that made Roxy shift her weight.

“I can’t afford—” Roxy began.

“Afford?” Sophia’s tone was light, almost amused. “These aren’t for sale.”
That only made Roxy’s spine stiffen. “Then I can’t take it.”

“You can wear it,” Sophia corrected, stepping closer, her voice warm but leaving no room for argument. “For the soiree. Then it will come back here, where it belongs.”

Roxy exhaled slowly, the tension in her shoulders loosening by a fraction. “So… a loaner.”

“A very exclusive loaner,” Lark said, grinning like she’d just pulled off a master heist.

The ride back from the boutique was quiet, Eclipse nestled carefully in its garment bag on the seat beside Roxy. At Sour Apple Way, Sophia’s chauffeur eased to a stop, and Lark hopped out to carry the dress to the porch.
Once the gown was safely hanging in Roxy’s bedroom, they returned to the car. Roxy stayed behind, still processing everything, while Sophia’s chauffeur pulled away from the curb toward the Forenza mansion.

Lark slouched back in her seat, her gaze fixed on the blur of storefronts and treetops sliding past the tinted glass. For once, she didn’t fill the silence. Her fingers drummed an idle rhythm against her knee, quick at first, then slowing, then stopping altogether.

Sophia watched her for a moment, the corner of her mind already placing names with faces, gowns with wearers. She’d seen that particular stillness before—usually in women who weren’t sure they’d belong in a room full of people who’d been rehearsing their entrances since birth.

Without a word, Sophia reached into her handbag and drew out a heavy, lavender envelope, its surface embossed in scroll work. She held it out.
Lark blinked, taking it as though it might vanish if she moved too quickly. She slid the flap open and read the looping violet script:

Ms. Sophia Forenza and guest
You Are Cordially Invited
to
An Aria in Amethyst…
Her head snapped up, eyes wide.

“Yes,” Sophia confirmed. “You’ll be my plus one.”

“I’m going?!” Lark’s voice shot up several octaves, echoing in the enclosed space. Without hesitation, she launched herself across the seat, flinging her arms around Sophia.

Sophia smiled and laughed softly, laying a light hand on Lark’s trembling back. “Yes, love. You’re going.”

By the time the chauffeur rolled up the long drive to the Forenza mansion, Lark was practically vibrating in her seat. She’d alternated between laughing, gasping, and replaying Sophia’s words—Yes, love. You’re going—as if trying to etch them permanently into the upholstery.

They pulled to a smooth stop beside her Mercedes. Lark was out of the sedan in a flash, rounding the hood to hug Sophia through the open back door one last time.

“You have no idea—no, wait, you do have an idea—how much this means to me,” she gushed as she darted into the driver’s seat.

“Seatbelt,” Sophia said lightly, one brow lifting.

“Oh—right!” Lark pulled the strap across and clicked it into place. Thanks!”

“Please be safe,” said Sophia as Lark fired up the engine.

“All right, love you, bye!” she called, throwing Sophia a two-finger salute before easing down the drive—at least until she hit the main road, where the purr became a roar and the speedometer climbed toward numbers that made Sophia shake her head with a smile. Lark’s laughter echoed long after the taillights disappeared.

Back at Sour Apple Way, Roxy’s phone rang. On the other end, Lark was practically screaming.

“Sweetie, you’re never gonna believe this!”

Later, another phone rang. Sophia picked up.

“Babe, I need a dress!”


Chapter 16
Between the Lines


Cal set the last plate in the drying rack and stared at the empty sink. The teacup sat there, clean but somehow still accusing. He’d scrubbed it twice.
The house felt too quiet without Roxy’s voice, without the soft shuffle of her moving through rooms. Even when they were fighting, she filled spaces in ways he was still learning to need.

He dried his hands and checked the time. Randy would be at Sweetwater Creek by now, probably already baiting his hook and wondering where Cal was hiding.

Twenty minutes later, Cal found him exactly where he’d expected—perched on the fallen log that served as their unofficial fishing bench, a thermos of coffee steaming beside him and two rods already rigged.

“Thought you might’ve changed your mind,” Randy said without looking up from his tackle box.

“Almost did.” Cal settled beside him, accepting the rod Randy held out. “Thanks for this. I needed to get out of the house.”

“Figured as much when you showed up looking like someone kicked your dog.” Randy cast his line with practiced ease. “Want to talk about it, or we just sitting here pretending fish care about our problems?”

Cal was quiet for a long moment, watching the ripples spread across the creek’s surface. “Roxy’s scared about this fancy party thing. Some soirée at Amber Glitterpop’s mansion. She thinks she won’t fit in.”

“And you think she’s wrong.”

“I think she’s perfect exactly as she is.” The words came out sharper than he’d intended. “But she won’t hear it. She just spirals.”

Randy nodded slowly. “Fear’s a funny thing. Makes people do all kinds of stupid.”

“Including me, apparently.”

Back at the house, Roxy sat at the kitchen table with her journal open, pen hovering over a half-filled page. The Eclipse dress hung in the bedroom, still in its garment bag, but she could feel its presence from here—like a promise she wasn’t sure she was ready to keep.

She’s beautiful, she wrote, then crossed it out. The dress is gorgeous. Better. Lark says it will make me look like I belong there, but what if belonging isn’t about the dress? What if it’s about something I don’t have and can’t put on?

She paused, tapping the pen against her lips. Through the window, she could see the afternoon light starting to slant longer. Cal would be home soon.

I keep thinking about the girl I used to be—the one who thought she had to be perfect to deserve love. The one who thought that if she tried hard enough, she could become someone worth keeping. Maybe that girl is still here, just wearing a prettier dress.

Cal came through the door with unusual caution, the soft clinking of china and the rustle of tea leaves the only sounds breaking the stillness.
“Hey,” he said as he passed into the kitchen and began making tea.
“It’s ready,” he finally said, his voice echoing softly in the small space.
Roxy turned her head toward him but stayed silent. Her dark hair fell across her face, creating a curtain that hid her expression, but he could see the tension in her shoulders.

She approached slowly as he set the steaming mug on the small table. The scent of chamomile and honey wafted between them. For a long moment, they sat in silence. Outside, the town carried on with its quirky rhythm.

Roxy drew her legs up to her chest, arms around her knees.

“I was trying to help,” he said finally, voice even. “That’s all.”

“I know,” she said. It didn’t feel like that, though. It felt like an intervention.”

He nodded once, eyes steady on hers.

Her shoulders loosened a fraction. “I wasn’t fair to use her against me.”
The quiet stretched again.

“Next time,” she paused.

“I’ll talk to you first,” he finished.

“Next time you think I’m missing something, say it. To me. Not to Lark. Tell me before it gets that far.”

“I will,” he nodded.

The heat from the tea seeped into her palms, and with it, some of the morning’s tension drained away.

“I’m more okay with the soirée now,” she said. “Still not thrilled about who might show. But Lark will be there. Sophia too. It won’t just be me walking in.”

“Whatever you decide,” Cal said, “even if you change your mind at the door, or halfway through, I’m in your corner.”

“I get that now,” Roxy answered. “Better than I did this morning.”

He didn’t try to push the moment any further.

After a few quiet sips, she stood. “Come here.”

He followed her down the hall. In the bedroom, she unzipped the garment bag. The Eclipse dress slid into view — sleek black, off-the-shoulder, clean lines that caught the light without asking for it.

Cal didn’t speak right away. Then a low whistle, soft, almost to himself.
“It’s a loan,” Roxy said. “One night. Sophia offered. No strings.”

“Okay,” he said, same steady tone as before.

“She was generous.” A pause. “People aren’t usually.”

“Okay,” he said again, and she could see he meant it — not a question, not a caveat. Just acceptance.

She held the dress up to herself in the mirror. Not admiring, not fishing, but making sure it still felt real. He didn’t step in closer, but he didn’t step back either.

“It suits you,” he said after a moment.

She eased the dress back into the bag and zipped it closed. Cal set a hand lightly on her shoulder as they went back to the kitchen together.

“I’m not promising I won’t panic the day of,” she said as she sat down.
“I know,” Cal said. “If you want to leave, put your hand on my sleeve.”
She nodded. “Two taps means we leave completely.”

“Two taps,” he agreed. “You get the same for me.”

Her lips twitched. “Deal.”

They sat with that in easy quiet for a while, the earlier tension finally gone. When they finished, Cal rinsed the mugs, set them to dry, and brushed her shoulder on the way past — not steering, just checking in.

“Good?” he asked.

“Yeah,” she said. “Now I am.”

They turned off the kitchen light and left together, no more words needed.
Roxy set her mug down and glanced toward the clock. “It’s dinner time. You hungry?”

Cal leaned back in his chair. “Yeah. But I’m not in the mood to cook.”

“Good,” she said, sliding her chair back. “Sophia told me a friend of hers is opening a place tonight. Could be worth a look.”

They passed a few easy exchanges about the turns she told him to take, a remark from Cal about the fading streak of color still clinging to the western sky. The streets were quieter than the night before, but not empty; shop windows still glowed here and there, and music from somewhere up ahead spilled a few bars into the road before disappearing again.

The Saffron Conservatory had just opened. The exterior was painted in deep, saturated tones that drank the light from the streetlamps. Through the tall front windows, Roxy caught flashes of movement — the arc of a server’s hand, the glint of metal at a table edge, a pattern of shadow and gold light against the far wall.

Cal held the door for her. Warm, spiced air slipped past them, carrying something rich and layered she couldn’t name. Music threaded through the room, a woman’s voice backed by instruments that shimmered.

“Table for two?” The woman behind the counter didn’t need to raise her voice. She stepped forward with a pair of menus. Her braid was drawn over one shoulder, dark hair glossy in the light; gold bangles shifted at her wrist when she moved.

Her eyes flicked from Cal to Roxy with a glint that wasn’t unkind but definitely assessing. “Or are we celebrating something?”

“Just dinner,” Cal said.

The hostess smiled. “Table or booth?”

They followed her to a corner. The music was clearer here, and Roxy caught fragments of lyrics about saffron light and promises. Cal glanced around, taking in the warm lighting, the careful arrangement of textures and colors.

A waitress arrived with two glasses of water. ‘Sophia sent us,’ Roxy said. The waitress’s eyes widened. ‘Oh! One moment, please.’ She hurried away. A few minutes later, a woman appeared at their table. She wore a sophisticated emerald wrap dress, a navy blazer, and gold bangles that chimed softly as she moved. Long, black hair flowed over her shoulders, and when she smiled, her whole face lit up. 

“Did she really?” she asked, clearly having overheard. “Then you’re already my favorite customers. I’m Mango.”

“Friends, I have the most perfect feast planned for you!” she exclaimed. “We’re starting with my famous mango lassi. Then I’m bringing you my specialty: tender marinated grilled chicken pieces in the silkiest creamy tomato sauce that tastes like comfort food dreams, served over fluffy basmati rice.”

She paused to take a breath, her hazel eyes sparkling with barely contained excitement. “And there will be warm herbed flatbread - soft and pillowy and perfect for scooping - plus this cooling cucumber yogurt sauce that’s a gentle breeze for your taste buds if anything gets too adventurous.” Mango clasped her hands together, the tiny mirrors on her outfit catching the candlelight as she bounced on her toes. “I promise, my beautiful friends, nothing scary or overwhelming - just gentle flavors that will make your souls sing happy songs! And if you’re feeling brave later, I have the tiniest tastes of other magical things, but only if you want to explore further into my spice-filled wonderland!”

“You’re new to this town, aren’t you? I can always tell.” Her gaze settled on Roxy with genuine curiosity. “How are you finding our little town?”

“It’s... different than I expected,” Roxy said carefully.

“Different how?” Mango’s bangles chimed softly as she shifted her weight.

Roxy glanced at Cal, then back at Mango. “Friendlier, I guess. People seem to actually care about each other here.”

“Oh, we do,” Mango said, her voice warming further. “Though that caring can take interesting forms sometimes. Sophia mentioned you might be attending Amber’s soirée?”

“We got an invitation,” Cal said.

Mango’s expression shifted, becoming more thoughtful. “I see. Well, you’re in for quite an experience.” She seemed to weigh her next words carefully. “Let me get your dinner started - I’ll be back to check on you.”
She disappeared into the kitchen, leaving them with the music and the warm glow of candlelight. The Taylor Swift song had shifted to something more upbeat, with a driving rhythm that made Roxy tap her fingers against the table. She caught herself and stopped, but Cal had already noticed.

“You recognize this?”

“Taylor Swift,” she said. “But I’ve never heard this song before. Must be something really new.”

“You listen to Taylor Swift?”

Roxy felt heat creep up her neck. “Not... regularly. But it’s hard to avoid her completely.”

Cal’s mouth quirked up at one corner. “Fair enough.”

When Mango returned, she carried the promised lassi in tall glasses, followed by steaming plates that filled the air with incredible aromas. The chicken gleamed in its creamy sauce, the rice was perfectly fluffy, and the flatbread was still warm from the oven.

“This smells incredible,” Cal said.

“Food should be an experience for all the senses,” Mango replied, settling the last plate with obvious pride. “Smell, taste, texture, even the sound the naan makes when you tear it. And the colors - see how the golden sauce catches the light? That’s intentional.”

They ate, and the food was layered in ways Roxy didn’t expect — a warmth that built slowly, chased by something almost sweet before it deepened again. The lassi was exactly what Mango had promised, creamy and fragrant with cardamom. It was hard to talk around the flavors, so they didn’t try much, trading small remarks between bites. Cal reached for the cucumber sauce halfway through and didn’t bother to hide his approval.

“This is really good,” he said, gesturing with his fork at the chicken.

“Mmm,” Roxy agreed around a mouthful. The sauce was rich without being heavy, complex in a way that made her want to analyze each flavor. “I’ve never had anything this good.”

The music had shifted again - still Taylor Swift, but something slower, more contemplative. The lyrics drifted over them, something about names tasting like summer and promises. Roxy found herself listening despite herself, caught by the intimacy of the recording.

“Is it just me, or does this sound different?” Cal asked. “Not quite regular.”

“It does,” Roxy said, pausing to listen more closely. “More personal somehow.”

When Mango returned to check on them, Roxy couldn’t help asking. “This music - is it a special recording?”

Mango’s eyes lit up with obvious delight. “Oh, you noticed! Yes, it’s a live acoustic version Taylor recorded specifically for the restaurant. She’s a friend of a friend, and when I mentioned I was opening this place...” She shrugged as if having personal recordings from global superstars was perfectly normal. “She thought the intimate setting would suit her new songs better than the produced versions.”

Cal blinked. “She recorded this just for your restaurant?”

“Well, for me, really. But yes.” Mango’s smile was radiant. “I have very particular ideas about ambiance. Every element has to work together - the food, the lighting, the music, even the way the servers move through the space. It’s all part of the experience.”

She glanced around the dining room, which had filled up somewhat while they’d been eating. “How’s everything tasting?”

“Amazing,” Roxy said honestly. “I’m not usually adventurous with food, but this...”

“Sometimes we need to be surprised by what we can enjoy,” Mango said gently. “Speaking of which - I hope you don’t mind, but I’ve already started your dessert. It needs time to set properly.”

By the time the plates were cleared, Roxy felt both full and oddly lighter. The music, the warm lighting, the careful attention to every detail - it all combined to create something almost magical. She found herself relaxing in ways she hadn’t in months.

Dessert arrived without request — two small dishes topped with a thin, caramelized crust that cracked neatly under the touch of a spoon.

“Chai crème brûlée,” Mango said, settling into the empty chair at their table without asking. “Spices in the custard. It’s better if you don’t overthink it.”

Roxy took a bite and decided she was right. The familiar warmth of chai spices blended perfectly with the rich custard, and the caramelized sugar added just enough textural contrast.

“This is incredible,” she said.

“Thank you.” Mango leaned back in her chair, looking satisfied. “So, Amber’s soirée. Have you been to one of her events before?”

“No,” Roxy said. “This would be our first.”

“I see.” Mango’s expression became more serious. “They’re quite memorable. Amber has a gift for creating experiences that people talk about for years afterward.”
“Good experiences?” Cal asked, something guarded in his voice.
Mango tilted her head, considering. “That depends on what you mean by good. They’re certainly dramatic. Amber has a flair for the theatrical - everything is carefully orchestrated, from the moment you arrive until you leave. She makes her guests feel special. Chosen.”

“That doesn’t sound bad,” Roxy said, though something in Mango’s tone made her uncertain.

“Oh, it’s not bad, exactly. Amber is genuinely charming, and she knows how to make people feel important. The problem is...” Mango paused, seeming to choose her words carefully. “She has very particular ideas about how people should present themselves. How they should behave. And she’s quite good at convincing people to see themselves through her eyes.”

The music shifted again, to something with a more driving beat. Roxy caught fragments of lyrics about fate and choices, about becoming someone new.

“What do you mean?” Cal asked.

“She has a way of finding what people are insecure about,” Mango said slowly. “And then offering to help. New clothes, new hairstyles, new ways of thinking about themselves. It all seems very generous, very caring. But the changes she suggests always seem to benefit her somehow. Make people more manageable.”

Roxy felt a chill that had nothing to do with the dessert. “And people go along with it?”

“Oh yes. She’s very persuasive. And the changes are usually small at first - just suggestions, really. A different shade of lipstick, a new way of doing your hair. But then the suggestions become more frequent, more specific. Before you know it, you’re not quite yourself anymore.”

Cal’s jaw had tightened. “Why are you telling us this?”

Mango met his gaze steadily. “Because Sophia asked me to look out for you. And because I’ve seen what happens to people who go to Amber’s parties without understanding what they’re walking into.”

“What happens?” Roxy asked, though she wasn’t sure she wanted to know.

“They become part of her collection,” Mango said simply. “Beautiful, polished, perfectly behaved. And completely miserable, though they don’t always realize it at first.”

The three of them sat in silence for a moment, the weight of Mango’s words settling over them. The Taylor Swift song had ended, replaced by something softer, more melancholy.

“So why do people keep going?” Roxy asked finally.

“Because she makes them feel special. Part of something exclusive, something important. And once you’re in her circle, it’s very hard to leave. She has ways of making you feel her approval is necessary to be worthwhile.”

“But not you,” Cal observed.

Mango smiled, and for the first time since she’d sat down, she was purely amused. “Oh, she’s tried. But I have the advantage of being genuinely special already.” She gestured to herself with mock grandeur. “Princess Mango Meher Chutney, descendant of theme park royalty, trained in three different classical dance forms, and fluent in five languages. It’s rather hard to convince someone that they need improvement.”

Despite the serious conversation, Roxy found herself smiling. “That must be nice.”

“It is,” Mango agreed. “But more importantly, I know who I am. I’ve spent years figuring out how to be both Indian and American, both traditional and modern, both serious and ridiculous. Amber’s whole approach depends on people being uncertain about themselves.”

She leaned forward slightly. “The key is to remember that you don’t need her approval. You don’t need anyone’s approval, really. You just need
to know who you are and be willing to defend that.”

“Easier said than done,” Roxy muttered.

“True,” Mango acknowledged. “But you’re not going in alone. You have Cal, and you have Sophia looking out for you. And...” She paused, seeming to make a decision. “I’ll be there too. If you need anything - anything at all - find me.”

When they stood to leave, Mango was back at the counter, but she came around to walk them to the door. She rested one hand lightly against it, watching them approach. “You two enjoy your evening.”

“Thanks,” Roxy said.

“One more thing.” The pause that followed felt deliberate. "For the soirée? Wear something you can dance in… and something you can run in. Just in case.”

“What do you mean by that?” Cal asked before Mango could turn away.

She looked at him for a long moment, then at Roxy. “Amber’s parties have a way of escalating. The evening starts with cocktails and polite conversation, but by the end...” She shrugged. “Comfortable shoes are always a good choice.”

“Escalating how?” Roxy pressed.

“Drama,” Mango said simply. “Amber orchestrates it, feeds off it. And when people are dressed up and trying to impress each other, drama has a way of turning physical. I’ve seen guests storm out, I’ve seen arguments that turned into actual fights, I’ve seen people flee into the gardens to escape whatever scene was unfolding in the ballroom.”

She opened the door for them, letting in a rush of cool night air. “Be prepared for anything. And remember what I said about knowing who you are.”
She turned away before Roxy could answer, but as they stepped outside, she called after them. “Oh, and Roxy? Whatever you do, don’t let her convince you to change your hair. Trust me on this one.”

Outside, the street felt quieter than before, the warm glow of the restaurant windows behind them making the darkness seem deeper by contrast.

“You catch that?” Roxy asked as Cal unlocked the truck.

“Hard to miss.”

She glanced back at the glowing windows, where she could see Mango moving between tables, her gold bangles catching the light. “You think she’s being dramatic, or...?”

“I think she’s telling the truth,” Cal said quietly. “And I think we need to be a lot more careful about this party than we planned.”

They didn’t talk much on the drive back. The Conservatory’s warmth and Mango’s parting words followed them all the way to Sour Apple Way, settling into the kind of quiet that didn’t need filling. Inside, the house was still, the only sound the soft thud of Roxy setting her bag down on the entry table. But instead of heading to bed, she drifted to the kitchen table and opened her laptop.

She told herself she’d just check her messages. Instead, her fingers typed Amber Glitterpop into the search bar.

The results were thin — a handful of glossy society page mentions, each one light on detail and heavy on adjectives. Dazzling. Unforgettable. Exclusive. No photos from inside her events. No mention of how guests were chosen.

Cal reappeared in the doorway, hair mussed from the pillow. “Can’t sleep?”

“Not yet.” She scrolled, clicking through articles until one caught her eye — a scan from a ten-year-old lifestyle magazine. The headline was fluff, but buried halfway down was a single line: Guests at Glitterpop’s soirées often remark on their… unexpected turns.

The grainy photo above it showed Amber on a garden terrace, a champagne flute in hand. Off to one side, half in shadow, was a younger Sophia — hair shorter, but unmistakable.

Roxy leaned back, reading the line again, then glanced at the photo. “Unexpected turns,” she said aloud, eyes still on Sophia’s face.

Cal crossed his arms. “Not exactly a road map.”

“No,” she agreed. “But it’s a start.” 


Chapter 17
History in the Making


By the time Roxy woke up, Cal had already left. On the counter was his usual note. At work — back later. C. She poured coffee into the chipped mug she liked best, drank half of it standing at the sink, and watched a bee bump against the screen before finding its way back into the garden.

Her mind kept drifting to the soirée. The word itself felt like it ought to come with champagne fountains and the kind of people who used “summer” as a verb. Randy’s warning had only sharpened her interest. People like Amber Glitterpop didn’t just appear out of nowhere. If she was going to walk into Amber’s world in a week, she wanted to know whose shoes she was stepping on.

She pulled her jacket off the back of a chair and headed out before she could talk herself out of it.

The local historical museum stood next to the post office. A gift shop window was crammed with “Welcome to Marzipan Meadows” tea towels. One had harmonica-playing squirrels, another a teapot in a top hat, and a few sported slogans that only made sense if you’d lived here long enough to stop asking. Most towns sold souvenirs that no one used. Here, people wore them.

The museum’s main room was filled with a rotating display of relics. Today, it featured an antique butter churn and some old farm implements. Inside, the air was cool and slightly musty. Just inside the entry, a petite, white-haired woman arranged a stack of pamphlets at a narrow desk. Her hair was the color of old brass, swept into a tidy twist, and a pair of reading glasses hung from a chain at her neck.

Roxy stepped up to the counter and waited. Ms. Clarity was half-hidden behind a magazine, elbows planted on either side, eyes scanning whatever article had her attention.

“Morning,” Roxy said.
Ms. Clarity looked up, setting the magazine aside. “Good morning. Welcome to the Marzipan Meadows Historical Society Museum. I’m Ms. Clarity.”

Of course she was.

“Do you take walk-ins?” Roxy asked.

“Always,” Ms. Clarity said, straightening in her chair.

Roxy slid a couple of bills into the glass jar by the register without comment and nodded at the pamphlets. “Those up for grabs?”

“Help yourself,” Ms. Clarity said.

Roxy picked one up, flipping it open just far enough to glance at the cover — the same photograph of the town square she’d seen in Ernie’s office, pre-fire, all sepia tones and horse-drawn carriages. “I’m looking for anything you’ve got on Amber Glitterpop.”

Ms. Clarity’s polite smile held, though her hands stilled on the countertop. “You hear that name plenty around here… depends what you’re looking for.”

“But you’ve heard it.”

“In a town this size, you hear most names sooner or later.” She gestured toward a doorway draped with a bead curtain that looked like it hadn’t been touched since the ’70s. “The back room has the newspaper archives. If you don’t find what you need there, the library keeps the older records — council minutes, society pages, that sort of thing.”

Near the end of the hall, just before the bead curtain, a velvet shadowbox hung on the wall. Inside was a folded flyer, yellowed and faintly brittle at the edges. The typeface curled and sparkled like something out of a fairytale:

10th Annual Enchanted Evening Soirée
Hosted by Amber Glitterpop & Barnaby Thistledown
Rose Labyrinth | Dusk | Invitation Only

According to the small card mounted below, the tenth soirée had been the most elaborate yet — rose petals scattered through the paths, guests in mirror masks, and an orchestra hidden in the hedges. People in town still talked about it.

“Perfect,” Roxy said and headed for the curtain. The beads clicked softly in her wake.

She paused at the threshold, catching the curtain with a knuckle and letting it settle. The shadowbox pulled her back a step. Up close, the paper showed a faint crease where it had been folded and unfolded a hundred times. “Invitation Only,” she read under her breath. “Of course.”

Her gaze tracked the names again. Amber Glitterpop.Barnaby Thistledown. She tasted the last name like it might dissolve on her tongue. 

“That’s a lot of flourish for a party,” she said quietly, not to anyone in particular.

She read the card another time, slower. Rose Labyrinth at dusk. Mirror masks. Music hidden where you couldn’t see it, only hear it. 

“Who hides an orchestra?” A beat, then a half-smile that she didn’t quite fight off. “Someone who enjoys a reveal.”

She slid the pamphlet into her pocket and leaned in until the glass caught her reflection and broke it into faint doubles. Rose Labyrinth. She filed it away. 

“Okay, Amber,” she murmured. “Let’s see what kind of trail you leave when you want to be seen.”

Roxy lifted the curtain and went through, the strands ticking together behind her as she stepped into the archive room.

Roxy pushed through the bead curtain again, the strands knocking together in a slow clatter. Ms. Clarity was back at her magazine, but she set it aside the moment she saw Roxy coming.

“Find what you needed?”

“Not everything,” Roxy said, stepping up to the counter. “But I’ve got better questions now.”

Ms. Clarity’s brows lifted. “Let’s hear them.”

Roxy rested her elbows on the counter, folding the museum pamphlet in half and tucking it into her back pocket. “The Rose Labyrinth. That’s where the tenth soirée was held?”

“That’s right,” Ms. Clarity said. “Out on the west edge of town, past where the trolley runs. It’s private land now.”

“Still kept up?”

Ms. Clarity tilted her head. “Depends who you ask. The roses come back every year on their own, but it hasn’t been open to the public in a long time.”

Roxy nodded slowly, then went in for the next one. “Barnaby Thistledown. Is he just a name on the flyer, or does he actually exist?”

“Oh, he was real,” Ms. Clarity said, leaning back in her chair. “Old family. The Thistledowns had money once — candy money, like a lot of folks here. Barnaby was the last to stay in town, but he was more of a figure in the background. Amber was the one everyone watched.”

“Was?”

Ms. Clarity hesitated, eyes dipping briefly toward the countertop before meeting Roxy’s again. “He’s gone now. Been gone a while, but… no one’s ever said exactly when. Or how.” She shook her head once. “Odd, considering how visible he used to be. One day, people just…stopped talking about him.”

Roxy’s gaze narrowed a fraction. “And Amber?”

“She has a way of being at the center of things,” Ms. Clarity said. “Even when she’s not in the room. You’ll hear her name come up in conversations that have nothing to do with her. And somehow, by the end, they do.”

Roxy let that sit for a beat, then straightened. “You ever go to one of her parties?”

Ms. Clarity’s mouth curved. “Once. The third soirée. I was still in school — helped catalog costumes for a history project afterward. I remember more about the masks than the people wearing them.” She chuckled softly. “But that’s the thing with those nights. You leave not quite sure who you spoke to.”

Roxy reached into her jacket pocket and pulled out the small notebook she’d been filling. She scribbled a couple of words, then glanced back up.
 “You’ve been a big help.”

Ms. Clarity waved a hand. “That’s what I’m here for. History’s no good if it just sits in boxes.”

“Yeah,” Roxy said, sliding the notebook away. “Sometimes you’ve got to shake it loose.”

She gave a short nod of thanks and headed for the door. The glass panel caught the afternoon light as it swung shut behind her, leaving Ms. Clarity already reaching for her magazine again.

She gave a short nod of thanks and headed for the door. The glass panel caught the afternoon light as it swung shut behind her, leaving Ms. Clarity already reaching for her magazine again. She flipped it open, glanced toward the door once more, and said to no one in particular, 

“Different sort of energy on that one.”

Meanwhile, Lark was having lunch with Sophia and, hopefully, would procure a dress for the upcoming soirée.

The Saffron Conservatory shimmered with light even before Lark pushed through the glass doors. Old-world decor gave it an exotic vibe. Contemporary music, contrasting hard with the Indian art, blared from hidden speakers. Mango’s touch was impossible to ignore.

She appeared from behind a spray of bougainvillea, posture straight, bangles chiming faintly as she approached. “Lark. Sophia. You chose well — the Conservatory’s light is perfect at this hour.”

Sophia allowed the embrace, lips showing the start of a smile. “You’ve been busy,” she said, sweeping a hand at the greenery.
Mango gestured smoothly toward a corner table. “Come. I’ve reserved a space where you won’t be disturbed.”

When the kettle of tea arrived, she poured with precision, then sat with them instead of drifting away.

“It has been too long,” she said, eyes flicking between them. “Sit. Enjoy yourselves. If you need anything, signal, and it will be handled.”

She lingered only a moment more, then rose, smoothing her skirt. “I’ll leave you to it. You’re safe here.”

When Mango drifted away, her perfume lingered — saffron, jasmine, a bite of citrus.

Sophia allowed herself a brief smile, the gloom in her eyes lifting a fraction. “So you need a dress, huh?”

“Hey, babe,” Lark grinned mischievously. “This one’s on you. YOU invited me!”

Sophia outright grinned at Lark’s theatrics. “After lunch, we’ll head to the boutique. I have a gown that seems to have been made for you.”

Lark’s grin came back sharp and fast, her eyes glittering, intrigued, but that’s all Sophia would share for the time being.

As they ate, Mango joined them briefly and began chatting with Sophia about their college days. When the name Amber drifted into their conversation, Lark sat up straight.

“Hey, yeah!” Lark interjected loudly. “So what can you tell me about this chick? Sophia’s taking me to her party-thing, and...”

Sophia’s expression didn’t change, but her eyes cut briefly to Mango before returning to Lark. “She’s hosted soirées for years. Some call them legendary.”

“That’s a polite word,” Mango said smoothly. “Others would say notorious.”

Lark grinned, encouraged. “Scandalous, then? Come on, don’t just give me the brochure version.”

Sophia set her fork down carefully, aligning it with the edge of her plate. “Amber is a figure who prefers shadows and light to do her talking. She rarely confirms or denies anything said about her. It makes her… flexible.”

Mango’s bracelets shifted with the tilt of her wrist as she reached for her glass again. “You’ll hear ten stories about her in one afternoon. All of them will sound convincing. That’s not by accident.”

“So she’s ’a riddle, wrapped in a mystery, inside an enigma,’ then.”
Sophia’s mouth tilted faintly. “Look at you, quoting Churchill like a pro.”
Mango laughed at Sophia’s jab, then explained: “Amber’s smoke and mirrors, and illusion. People see what they want, and she lets them.”

The weight of her words lingered, and for a moment, the only sound was the clink of cutlery from a nearby table.

Sophia broke the pause with her measured calm. “It’s enough to know she values control. She doesn’t share it.”

Mango gave the faintest smile, her gaze sliding back to Lark. “And anyone who forgets that usually learns the hard way.”

Lark’s grin faltered a little, though she covered it with a quick sip from her glass. “Sounds like a lot of drama in fancy packaging.”

“Drama is her packaging,” Mango said. “But it’s not all she is.”

Sophia shifted the conversation then, asking Mango about the Conservatory’s opening night and the spices she’d managed to import for the menu. The subject of Amber drifted out of reach, left behind with just enough said to keep it unsettled in the back of Lark’s mind.

The coffee shop hummed with quiet conversation and the steady hiss of the espresso machine. Lark had staked out a corner table, the garment bag draped across the spare chair like royalty awaiting introduction. Roxy slid into the seat opposite her, the smell of roasted beans rising from the mug she carried.

Lark’s eyes sparkled as she tugged the zipper down the length of the bag with exaggerated care. “Prepare yourself,” she said, as if unveiling the crown jewels.

The fabric spilled into view in a rush of color — vivid splashes of orange, pink, turquoise, and green clashing and swirling across satin, anchored by a belt of hot fuchsia. It was a riot, the sort of dress that demanded a spotlight and three feet of personal space in every direction.

Roxy’s stomach lurched. Out loud, she managed, “Wow. That’s… something.”

“Something fabulous,” Lark corrected, grinning like she’d been handed the keys to heaven. “Sophia said it was made for me. I mean, look at it.”

“I’m looking,” Roxy said, gripping her mug a little tighter.

Lark let the bag fall closed again, satisfaction written all over her face. 
“So. Your turn. What did you dig up at the museum, Miss Private Eye?”

Roxy rolled her eyes but leaned in. “Not much. Most of the archives are dry as toast — mayoral elections, school board meetings, society luncheons. But back at the house, I found a clipping stuffed in an old town history book.”

“Go on,” Lark prompted, chin in hand.

“It was about a party at Crestfall Estate. Same steps, same columns as Amber’s place. Only the date was decades ago.” 

Roxy’s voice dropped. 

“And there was a woman in the photo who looked exactly like her.”

Lark blinked once, then gave a slow, low whistle. “Either she’s got a great-grandmother with a time machine, or…” She didn’t finish, but her smirk said enough.

“And what about you?” Roxy asked, steering it back. “You talked to Sophia?”

“Oh, I did more than talk. I pried.” Lark leaned forward, voice dropping into mock conspiracy. “Sophia says Amber likes surprises. New theme every time, and she never misses a beat. And sometimes…” She sipped her latte for effect. “…guests leave early. No explanations. They just… don’t stay.”

Roxy frowned. “That’s reassuring.”

“And Mango?”

“She was less subtle. Said people either dance or run.” Lark’s eyes glinted with mischief. “Which, you have to admit, makes it sound like we’re in for a good show.”

“Or a disaster.”

Lark shrugged, leaning back. “Same difference.”

For a moment, the noise of the shop filled the silence between them. Roxy stared into her coffee, feeling the weight of the clipping in her bag. Lark, all brightness and confidence, simply tapped the garment bag like it was a secret weapon.

Lark let the bag fall closed again, satisfaction written all over her face. She leaned back in her chair, practically glowing, and took a long sip of her latte like she’d just won something.

Roxy busied herself with her coffee, staring into the swirl of cream as if it might rescue her from having to comment again. She didn’t. Not yet. The hum of the café filled the gap between them — spoons clinking, milk steaming, the faint buzz of a grinder behind the counter.

Finally, she cleared her throat. “I went to the museum this morning.”

That pulled Lark’s eyes up sharp, curiosity replacing smug satisfaction.
 
“Oh?”

“Nothing much there. Filing cabinets full of school board minutes and mayoral speeches. But back at the house, I found something — a clipping tucked inside one of the town history books.” Roxy hesitated, then set her mug down. 

“Crestfall Estate. Same columns, same steps. And in the photo…” She lowered her voice. “A woman who looked exactly like Amber. Only the article was dated decades ago.”

For a heartbeat, Lark stared. Then her lips curved, slow and sly. 

“Roxy Dequindre, playing detective. Who knew?”

Roxy rolled her eyes. “Don’t start.”

“Too late. You’ve officially earned a trench coat and fedora. I’ll buy you both.”

Roxy’s glare was answer enough.

Lark smirked over the rim of her latte. “Cute story, ‘quin. But you’re not the only one with sources.”

Roxy arched a brow. “Oh, here we go.”

“Don’t ‘here we go’ me. I squeezed Sophia like a lemon.” Lark leaned forward, lowering her voice enough to make Roxy lean in too. 

“She says Amber likes surprises. Whole different theme every time. And no matter what happens? She’s never rattled. Always three steps ahead. Creepy, right?”

Roxy’s jaw tightened. “Sounds about right.”

“And then there’s this other thing…” Lark twirled her spoon, watching the swirl of foam. “Sometimes guests leave early. Vanish without big goodbyes or excuses. They just don’t stay.”

“That’s comforting.”

“Mm. And Mango?” Lark’s grin sharpened. “She says people either dance… or run.”

Roxy gave her a look over the rim of her mug. “And you’re still planning to go.”

“Babe, of course I am. I’ve got this dress.” Lark patted the garment bag like it was a talisman. “Besides, what’s the worst that could happen?”

Roxy muttered, “You really want me to answer that?”


Chapter 18
Bait and Switch


Roxy had claimed the corner booth at the Sugar Plum Griddle, the one with the cracked vinyl seat that nobody else wanted. Her grilled cheese sat half-eaten on the plate while she worked through the crossword puzzle in yesterday’s paper. Seven down: “Manipulative scheme.” She tapped her pen against her lip, thinking.

The lunch rush had died down to its usual lull. Morgan moved behind the counter with practiced efficiency, refilling the coffee pot and wiping down surfaces that didn’t really need it. The diner held that comfortable quiet of a place settling into its afternoon rhythm.

The door opened with its usual squeak, and Roxy glanced up automatically. Her stomach dropped.

Possum Ledbetter stood in the doorway, hat in his hands, looking around the diner like he was casing the joint. His eyes found hers, and he smiled—the kind of smile that made her skin crawl.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” he drawled, ambling over to her booth. “If it ain’t little Miss Roxy. Mind if I sit a spell?”

He was already sliding into the seat across from her before she could answer.

“Actually, I do mind,” Roxy said, not looking up from her crossword.

“Aw, come on now. Just want to have a friendly chat.” Possum settled back against the vinyl, making himself comfortable. “Been thinkin’ about you since you and your boyfriend came by the shop.”

“Thrilled to hear it.”

Morgan appeared at the table with a coffee pot. “What can I get you?” she asked Possum, her tone professionally neutral but her eyes wary.

“Just coffee, darlin’. Black as my ex-wife’s heart.”

Morgan poured without comment and retreated to the counter, but Roxy noticed she stayed within earshot.

“So,” Possum said, stirring his coffee with deliberate slowness. “Heard through the grapevine that Knox Barnes is in town.”

Roxy’s pen stilled on the paper. “And?”

“And I reckon that must bring up some feelings for you.”

She looked at him directly for the first time. “What do you want, Possum?”

“Want? Hell, I’m just makin’ conversation.” He took a sip of coffee and winced. “Damn, that’s strong. Anyway, like I was sayin’—Knox. That boy sure did you wrong, didn’t he?”

“Ancient history.”

“Is it though?” Possum leaned forward, lowering his voice like he was sharing a secret. “See, the way I hear it, he dropped you like a hot potato the minute that May Belle came sniffin’ around. Left you high and dry for some washed-up country singer with more hair than sense.”

Roxy set her pen down carefully. “Get to the point.”

“Point is, a woman like you deserves better. And maybe it’s time Knox learned what he threw away.”

The pieces clicked into place. Roxy almost laughed. “You want May Belle back.”

Possum’s smile faltered for a second. “Now, why would you think that?”

“Because you’re about as subtle as a brick through a window.” Roxy leaned back in the booth, studying him. “Let me guess—you figure if I go after Knox, he’ll dump May Belle and come running back to me. Then you can swoop in and console poor, heartbroken May Belle.”

“That’s a mighty cynical way to look at it.”

“It’s an accurate way to look at it.”

Possum’s jaw tightened. “Look here, missy—”

“No, you look here.” Roxy’s voice went flat and dangerous. “I wouldn’t take Knox Barnes back if he came crawling on his belly through broken glass. That ship didn’t just sail, it hit an iceberg and sank to the bottom of the ocean.”

“You say that now, but—”

“I say that because it’s true.” She leaned forward, matching his earlier posture. “Knox is a user. He takes what he wants and tosses people aside when he’s done with them. The only reason you think I’d want him back is because you’re exactly the same kind of trash he is.”

Possum’s face flushed red. “Now that ain’t no way for a lady to talk.”
“Good thing I’m not a lady then.”

Morgan had drifted closer during the exchange, ostensibly cleaning a nearby table but clearly listening. Roxy caught her eye and saw the slight nod of approval.

“Besides,” Roxy continued, “even if I was stupid enough to want Knox back—which I’m not—what makes you think he’d choose me over May Belle? She’s got money, connections, and a career. What do I have?”

“You got something she ain’t got,” Possum said, his voice taking on a wheedling tone. “You got history with him. You know what makes him tick. And you’re young and pretty and—”

“And desperate? Is that what you were going to say?”

“I was gonna say available.”

Roxy laughed, short and harsh. “Available. Right. Because clearly I’m just sitting around pining for my ex-boyfriend instead of, I don’t know, building an actual life.”

“Are you? Building a life, I mean.” Possum’s eyes glittered. “Or are you playing house with some guy who picked you up off the floor of a dive bar?”

The words hit harder than Roxy expected. For a moment, she felt that familiar twist of doubt—the voice that whispered she wasn’t worth keeping, that Cal would get tired of her eventually, that she was fooling herself thinking she deserved happiness.

But only for a moment.

“You know what the difference is between Knox and Cal?” she said quietly.

Possum waited.

“Cal sees who I am now. Knox only saw what he could get from me.” She stood up, dropping a five-dollar bill on the table. “And you? You don’t see me at all. You just see a tool you can use to get what you want.”
“Now hold on—”

“I’m done holding on.” Roxy slung her purse over her shoulder. “Stay away from me, Possum. And stay away from Cal. Because if you come sniffing around our place again, I won’t be nearly this polite.”

She started to walk away, then turned back. “Oh, and Possum? If you want May Belle back so badly, maybe try being the kind of man she’d actually want to be with. Though I’m guessing that ship sailed a long time ago, too.”

Possum’s face had gone from red to purple. “You worthless—”

“That’s enough.” Morgan’s voice was firm. “I think you need to leave.”

“I ain’t done talkin’—”

“Yeah, you are.” Morgan set the pot down with a decisive thunk. “This is a family establishment. We don’t tolerate that kind of language or behavior.”

Possum looked from Morgan to Roxy, clearly calculating whether he wanted to push the issue. Whatever he saw in their faces made him think better of it.

“Fine,” he muttered, standing up. “But this ain’t over.”

“Yes, it is,” Roxy said simply.

Possum threw a dollar on the table and stalked toward the door. It slammed behind him hard enough to rattle the windows.

The diner fell silent except for the hum of the refrigerator. Roxy realized her hands were shaking.

“You okay, honey?” Morgan asked, coming around the counter.

“Yeah.” Roxy took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

“That was some performance. You handled him like a pro.”

“Had a lot of practice dealing with men like that.” Roxy managed a weak smile. “Thanks for backing me up.”

“Anytime.” Morgan refilled Roxy’s coffee without being asked. “On the house. Anyone who can shut down Possum Ledbetter deserves free coffee for life.”

Roxy slid back into the booth, her legs suddenly unsteady. The confrontation had drained her more than she’d expected. For a few minutes there, she’d felt like the old Roxy—the one who knew how to fight, how to protect herself, how to see through people’s bullshit.

It felt good. Scary, but good.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Cal: How’s your day going?

She stared at the message for a long moment, then typed back: Interesting. Tell you about it later.

His response came immediately: Everything okay?

Fine, she wrote. Just had to remind someone what boundaries look like.
Proud of you, he sent back, and something warm unfurled in her chest.
Morgan slid into the seat Possum had vacated, bringing her own cup of coffee. 

“So. Knox Barnes, huh?”

“You know him?”

“Know of him. He’s got a reputation.” Morgan stirred her coffee thoughtfully. “Thinks he’s a real charmer.”

“That’s him in a nutshell.”

“And Possum thought you’d want him back?”

Roxy snorted. “Possum thinks women are interchangeable parts in his little drama. He can’t imagine that I might actually be happy without Knox.”

“Are you? Happy, I mean.”

The question caught Roxy off guard. She thought about Cal making soup in their little kitchen, about Lark dragging her shopping, about the way the house on Sour Apple Way felt like home instead of just a place to sleep.

“Yeah,” she said, surprised by how true it sounded. “I think I am.”

Morgan smiled. “Good for you. And if Possum or anyone else gives you trouble, you let me know. Small towns have ways of dealing with troublemakers.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Roxy finished her coffee and left another tip, bigger than necessary. Outside, the afternoon sun felt warm on her face. She thought about Possum’s words—playing house with some guy who picked you up off the floor—and felt that familiar stab of insecurity.

But then she thought about Cal’s text. Proud of you.

Maybe she was playing house. Maybe it wouldn’t last. But for the first time in her life, she was playing house with someone who actually wanted her there.

That had to count for something.


That Thursday, the bell over the hardware store door gave a sharp chime as Knox stepped inside, leather jacket creaking with each deliberate movement. He surveyed the narrow aisles like he was considering buying the place, thumbs hooked in his belt loops, that trademark smirk already settling into place.

Cal looked up from the inventory sheet he’d been working on, pen freezing mid-count. His face darkened with recognition as he gave a polite nod.

“May I help you find something?” Cal asked. He was struggling to maintain a professional service tone.

Knox’s grin widened. “Well, hello, friend. I heard you were working here.” He moved closer. “Small world.”

“Getting smaller,” Cal replied, setting down his pen with deliberate care.
Randy emerged from the power tools section and noticed the newcomer. His eyes narrowed slightly.
Knox picked up a wrench from the nearest display, testing its weight in his hand. “Nice place. Real...authentic. Nothing fancy, just honest work.” He set it down with a deliberate clank. “I respect that in a man.”

Cal’s jaw tightened. “Thanks.”

“Must be satisfying,” Knox continued, moving to examine a rack of screwdrivers with exaggerated interest. “Building things. Fixing things. Taking care of people’s needs.”

“It’s honest work,” Cal said carefully.

Knox nodded, picking up another tool, turning it over in his hands. “I bet. Course, some folks need more excitement in their lives. Adventure. Someone who can show them the world beyond, you know, hardware stores and quiet little houses.”

Cal’s knuckles went white where he gripped the counter edge.

“Randy,” called a customer’s voice from another part of the store.

“You got any of those specialty bolts in stock? The ones for the Miller project?”

Randy looked up, glancing between Cal and Knox.

“Yeah, they’re in the back. Give me a minute.”

He disappeared through the doorway behind the counter, his footsteps echoing in the storage area.

As soon as Randy left, Knox’s easygoing mask slipped a bit. He moved closer to Cal, close enough that the smell of leather and cologne filled the small room.

So, Knox said, his voice now quieter, more personal. Roxy.

Cal froze. What about her?

Just wondering how she is. Getting used to small-town life, you know? Must be a big change for her. Knox smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. A girl like that has a past. A tricky one. Hope you know what you’re dealing with.

I know exactly what I’m dealing with, Cal said, his voice firm but with a hint of anger.

Knox chuckled, shaking his head like Cal had said something amusing. “Do you, though? See, thing about Roxy is, she’s got these...patterns. Ways of dealing with things when life gets too real, too stable. Old habits, you might say.”

Cal’s hands balled into fists. "You have no idea what you’re saying."
Knox just leaned against the counter, totally relaxed. "Oh, I don’t? I was there when things were really bad for her. I saw how she deals with stress, with, you know, being let down. He stopped for a second to let that sink in. She’s got a limit, and believe me, you don’t want to be around when she gets there.”

Cal gritted his teeth.

“Oh, I know exactly how strong she is. And I know exactly where that strength runs out.” Knox straightened up, adjusting his jacket. “Look, I’m not trying to cause trouble here. Friendly advice, that’s all. Man to man. Maybe you should ask yourself if you’re really ready for what comes with caring about someone like her.”

Cal’s hands clenched at his sides. You have no idea what you’re talking about.

Knox leaned against the counter, acting all chill. Oh, don’t I? I was there when she was at her lowest. I saw how she deals with stress, how she deals with getting let down. He paused to let that sink in. That girl’s gonna snap, watch. And you don’t want to be anywhere near her when she does.
She’s tougher than you think, Cal said, grinding his teeth. He walked to the door, then stopped and glanced back. Oh, and Knox? I’ll see you Saturday. That party should be something.
The bell rang as the door shut behind him. Cal was left standing there, fists clenched, breathing hard.

Randy came out from the back, glanced at Cal’s face, and put down a box of bolts heavily.

Everything okay out here?

Cal stared at the door for a long time before replying. Yeah. Everything’s fine.

But they both knew he was lying.

Cal moved forward. For a second, Knox thought he might take a swing. Cal stood, shaking with rage, his voice quiet.

“Leave her alone.”

Knox grinned, a nasty look. “Or what?”

Before Cal could answer, Randy’s voice echoed from the back room. 

“Found ’em! These the ones you needed, Bill?”

Knox pushed off from the counter, the casual mask sliding back into place. 

“Well, this has been real educational,” he said, loud enough for Randy to hear as he returned. “Thanks for the... customer service.”

Cal’s hands balled into fists at his sides. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Knox leaned against the counter, totally relaxed. “Oh, really? I was there for some of her lowest points. I saw how she deals with stress, how she deals with...well, failure.” He paused to let that sink in. “That girl has a breaking point, and believe me, you don’t want to be anywhere near her when she reaches it.”
“She’s tougher than you think,” Cal said, his teeth clenched. 

Knox walked toward the door, then stopped and glanced back. Oh, and Cal? I’ll see you Saturday. It should be quite a party.”

The bell rang again as the door closed behind him. Cal stood there, hands still in fists, breathing heavily.

Randy came out from the back room, glanced at Cal’s face, and set a box of bolts down with a loud thud.

“Is everything okay out here?”

Cal stared at the door for a long time before answering. “Yeah, everything’s fine.”

On Friday, Roxy paid another visit to Espresso Yourself. She sat quietly with a pen and paper application, staring at the box marked Work Experience. It might as well have been a wall. She left it blank. She exhaled, folded the paper over, and shoved it under her elbow when Lark came bouncing up, apron still dusted with coffee grounds.

“What’s the face, babe?” Lark leaned down, chin propped in her hands like a cat about to pounce.

Roxy kept her eyes on the paper. “I’m trying to fill out your damn application.”

Lark blinked, then lit up like a firecracker. “You serious? Oh, sweetie, why didn’t you say so sooner? You don’t need that paper. You’ve got me. If I say you’re hired, you’re hired.”

Roxy muttered, “I don’t want a pity hire.”

“Pity?” Lark rolled her eyes so hard it was practically acrobatics. “No, doll. This place needs you. Who else is gonna match my energy and make fun of customers’ shoes while pouring lattes?”

Roxy smirked despite herself. “Not exactly a résumé skill.”

“Watch me put it in the employee handbook,” Lark said, wagging her finger like a magician’s wand. “Rule one: sass required.”

Before Roxy could answer, the door jingled again. Perfume, rhinestones, and a hip-sway like she owned the sidewalk — May Belle.

She pushed her sunglasses up into her teased hair, scanning the room until her eyes landed on Roxy. The smile she put on was all sugar, the kind that rotted fast.

“Well, well. If it isn’t Miss ‘Quin.” She let her voice carry. “Long time, no see.”

Roxy angled her chin to acknowledge her. “Lucky streak’s over.”

May Belle’s gaze dipped to the folded paper under Roxy’s arm. Her smile sharpened. “Filling out job applications now? My, how the mighty have… well, not fallen. You can’t fall if you never climbed.”

Roxy’s tone didn’t shift. “Still higher than you think.”

Lark popped up like she was on stage. “Doll, you want me to fetch some ice? Because that burn needs it.”

May Belle’s eyes flicked to her, then back to Roxy. “Cute sidekick. But accessories don’t last. You and I both know that.”

Roxy folded her arms. “Funny. Thought you were the expert on accessories.”

For a second, May Belle’s smile wobbled, then she pivoted. “Speaking of… Knox dropped by the other night. Motorcycle growling like a panther. Still looks fine.”

Roxy didn’t blink. “Panthers don’t rattle like cheap mufflers.”

Lark sing-songed, “Oh, you mean that Knox? The leather jacket on legs? Please. I thought Fonzie retired.”

Someone in line snorted. May Belle’s shoulders tensed, but she pushed on. 
“Laugh all you want. Some of us don’t live in shadows and sarcasm. Some of us still shine.”

Lark leaned her elbows on the counter, bright as mischief. “Shine’s easy, sweetie. Glitter glue shines too. But it peels off in the rain.”

The room held its breath. May Belle’s knuckles whitened around her sunglasses. She leaned closer to Roxy, voice low, velvet, and poisonous. 

“He never really wanted you. You were the opening act. I’m the headliner.”

It landed — not on Roxy’s face, not in her voice, but somewhere under her ribs, where scars hummed.

Lark’s grin faltered for a beat. Then she snapped her fingers. “Headline acts burn out fastest. Everybody remembers the weird little openers.”

Roxy finally met May Belle’s eyes, flat, steady. “Enjoy it while it lasts.”
May Belle pulled her sunglasses down like armor. “Oh, it’ll last. Don’t you worry.”

She flounced out, perfume trailing behind, the door jingling in her wake.
The shop exhaled.

Lark turned back, grin snapping into place. “Well. That was a lot.”

Roxy picked up the application again, smoothing the crease she’d made. Blank lines still stared back.

“You good?” Lark asked, softer now, her playfulness tucked away for once.

Roxy didn’t look up. “Fine.”

Lark tapped the paper with a lacquered fingernail. “Babe, stop overthinking. You want the job? You got the job. Let me deal with the glitter queen. You deal with the espresso machine. Deal?”

Roxy slid the paper back across the counter. “Deal.”

And for the first time all week, the sting didn’t linger quite as sharp.

That night in the Rose Labyrinth, lanterns hung along the garden paths, casting a warm light in the evening breeze. The party wasn’t until tomorrow, but Amber Glitterpop always made sure her garden was ready.

Tonight, she sat in the gazebo at the labyrinth’s center, a glass of wine balanced between two fingers, the surface rippling though she hadn’t moved.
Possum strode unsteadily down the path, bandana askew, boots leaving scuffs in the gravel. 

Cheap whiskey mixed with the stench of sweat and axle grease. He’d called ahead with some half-baked excuse about needing advice. Amber had said yes. She always said yes when opportunity came knocking, no matter how ugly the knuckles.

He tipped his head like a man greeting royalty. “Evenin’, Miss Amber.”

She studied him over the rim of her glass, then smiled slowly. “Possum. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

He flopped into the chair across from her, vest creaking, hands restless on the table. 

“It’s May Belle. Girl’s off track. All glitter, no sense. Run around with Knox like he’s Elvis reincarnated.”

Amber hummed, swirling her wine. The liquid shifted darker, the scent of roses rising sharper in the air. “So you want her back.”

“Damn right,” he said, thumping the table. “She belongs with me. Knox don’t care. He’ll break her same as he broke Blue—”

Amber’s eyebrow flicked up. “Roxy.”

Possum froze, realizing he’d said more than he meant. “Uh. Yeah. Whatever she’s callin’ herself.”

Amber’s gaze pinned Possum to his chair. Then she leaned forward, voice smooth as cream. 

“I know their history. I know yours. And I know May Belle’s…fragility.”

Possum frowned, not catching the undertone. “Fragility? She’s tough as nails.”

Amber’s smile widened. “Oh, darling. Even nails rust.”

For a moment, Possum looked confused, then eager. “So you’ll help me?”

Amber set down her glass, fingers lingering on the stem. The air felt heavier, though nothing had changed. 

“We want the same thing. You want May Belle removed from Knox’s arm. I want her removed from my soirées. Her noise undercuts my music.”

Possum leaned in, sloppy grin spreading. “Then let’s shove her off the stage.”

Amber let out a small, musical laugh. “No, no. Push too hard, and people notice the hands. Better to tilt the floor. Let her stumble all on her own.”
Possum’s brows knitted, then smoothed as if he understood — though clearly, he didn’t. “Yeah. Tilt the floor. That’s good.”

Amber reached across the table, not quite touching him, but close enough, and he leaned back like the air itself pressed him. “Tomorrow night, May Belle will falter. Her voice will crack. Her shine will fade. And the crowd will see her for what she is.”

Possum grinned wider, dirty teeth flashing. “Then she’ll come crawlin’ back to me.”

Amber didn’t correct him. Instead, she lifted her wine again and brushed her fingertip along the rim. A low hum vibrated through the glass. Possum blinked, uneasy, then forced another grin.

“You just… tell me what to do,” he said.

Amber tilted her head, the lantern glow catching the gleam in her eyes. “Bring her to the soirée. The rest is already set.”

Possum nodded, too eager, too dumb to notice the way the roses nearest him had wilted slightly, their petals curling as though burned by unseen heat.

He stood, tugging at his bandana, all puffed-up confidence again. “Thank ya, Miss Amber. Knew you was the right one to ask.”

Amber rose too, slower, more deliberate. She circled him once, her perfume clinging like smoke. “Possum,” she said softly. “Do not mistake this for charity. You’re useful to me, nothing more. Don’t fail.”

Possum swallowed, throat bobbing. “Y—yes, ma’am.”

Amber smiled again, bright and beautiful, but her eyes stayed cold. “Good boy.”

He stumbled off into the night, whistling tunelessly, convinced he’d won something.



Chapter 19:  Something Borrowed, Something True
The next morning, Roxy woke up to a rose on her pillow and a note from Cal about an early job with Randy. The little house was quiet, just Roxy, the clock, and the dress hanging off the door like a dare.
She glared at it. The Eclipse gown shimmered faintly in the light, too perfect, too polished, too not her. To keep her hands busy—and her skin armored—she looped the spiked choker snug around her throat, its weight familiar. Eyeliner came next, thick and sharp, her practiced mask. Skull-pattern fishnets. Heavy platform boots planted on the floorboards. If Knox and May Belle were going to be there, she wasn’t going soft. Not for them.
The door swung open without a knock, and Lark swept in, still in her barista uniform, hair askew, her riotous evening gown folded over one arm, a tiara wrapped in cloth under the other, handbag clinking with bottles and brushes.
“Oh, honey. Absolutely not,” Lark blurted after one look.
Roxy tried for a glare, but Lark was already in motion. She teased, coaxed, jabbed lightly, until Roxy found herself sitting still, eyeliner wiped clean, the choker slipping loose under Lark’s fingers. In its place, something elegant, one of Sophia’s pieces, cool against her skin, protective in ways Roxy couldn’t name but felt anyway.
“You’re a menace,” Roxy muttered.
“And you love me for it,” Lark said, grinning as she leaned back to inspect her handiwork. “Now, dress time,” she sang.
They unfolded the dresses together, the fabrics whispering against the floorboards as they slipped them on. Roxy felt the Eclipse gown settle around her shoulders like it had been waiting for her—too smooth, too beautiful. The mirror confirmed it: a stranger staring back, lips painted, hair softened, elegance carved out of her rough edges. She bristled, not at the touch of Lark’s hands, but at the reflection. Beautiful. She hated that word, hated the way it made her feel like a fraud.
Lark twirled once in her own explosion of color and sparkle, tiara catching the light as if mocking Roxy’s severity. “Princess,” she teased softly, watching Roxy’s scowl deepen.
“Don’t.”
“Relax, it’s a joke,” Lark sang, giving her shoulder a squeeze.
By the time Cal returned, jacket neat, hair combed back, the room was ready. He stopped dead in the doorway, words caught in his throat. He didn’t gush. He didn’t need to. His eyes said enough—steady, awed, like she was already someone who had won.
Roxy bristled at his stare, tugging at the hem of the gown like it might undo itself, but her chest softened all the same.
“Princess,” Lark whispered again, sly enough only Roxy could hear.
Roxy swatted at her with a sharp look, but the corner of her mouth betrayed her—enough to take the edge off. And with that, they stepped out as Sophia’s limo pulled up, the chauffeur already waiting to take them into Amber’s night.
The ride had been quiet so far.  Lark sat to Roxy’s left, her riotous gown taking up most of the seat, tiara cocked like it had opinions.
Sophia was on Roxy’s right, pristine and composed in a gown that whispered old money and sharp taste. Cal sat diagonally from Roxy, across the narrow limo aisle.
Roxy’s dress shimmered black and bold across her knees.
She shifted slightly, then bent forward, lifting her skirt to adjust her boot.
Cal politely looked out the window, but from the corner of his eye glimpsed black leather, scuffed enough to be unmistakable, and the edge of a lacy skull. He said nothing. Sophia dropped her face into her hand, shaking her head and stifling a laugh. Lark grinned triumphantly.
From beneath the black leather, Roxy deftly slipped a folded sheet of blue paper.
She didn’t say anything. Just held it for a second, then passed it to Cal.
Her gaze drifted somewhere out the tinted window as her cheeks reddened beneath her makeup.
Cal took the page cautiously, then unfolded it.  A ___ expression came over his face as he read silently: 
FOUND

When the whole room started spinning,
I was breaking in the night.
With my body wrecked and shaking,
I’d already lost the fight.

Pushing past the pain and sorrow,
Came a hero through the dark.
“I’ll stay with you past tomorrow,”
That one promise lit a spark.

I don’t quite know how to tell you
Of the hope that came to me.
From the sweet lips of someone who
Loved me when I could not see.

So I’ll love him past tomorrow,
Though he many not ever know.

					-R.M.D.


As he finished reading, Cal held the poem in his hands, trembling ever so slightly.  Sophia nudged him with her elbow and whispered, “Breathe, kid.”
Time seemed to start moving again. Cal stared up at Roxy and found her cautiously glancing back.
Lark, quiet now, reached over and took Roxy’s hand, giving it a light squeeze.
Sophia nodded to Lark. “Ready to change places?”
Lark was already in motion.
The limo eased to a stop in front of the Rose Labyrinth, lantern light spilling across the gravel. The chauffeur was still turning off the motor when Lark pushed open her door. She placed one foot on the pavement, then half-turned back toward the others:
“Meadowlark—”
She turned her body and swung her other leg out, looking back over her shoulder:
“Strawberry—”
Finally, she stepped fully out of the car, arm on the door, and ducked her head back inside. 
“Fields!” she shouted, then ran off screaming wildly, arms waving in the air. “BEACH NIGHT!”
Stunned silence filled the limo.
“Oh God,” Roxy muttered, burying her face in her hands. “Tell me she didn’t bring the bikini.”
“What are these?” asked Cal curiously as he picked up a pair of flamingo sunglasses from the floor of the car.
“She wouldn’t,” Sophia whispered, blanching noticeably.
The flamingo sunglasses dangled from Cal’s fingers, their pink plastic frames absurd in the dim hush that followed Lark’s exit. He turned them once, as if they might explain themselves. They didn’t.
Roxy dropped her hands from her face, eyes darting toward the open door Lark had just vanished through. The gravel still crunched faintly in the distance.
“…Strawberry Fields,” she said slowly.
Cal blinked. “Wait.”
Sophia’s head tilted. “Meadowlark. Strawberry. Fields.”
Roxy sat bolt upright. “She just told us her full name.”
Cal looked up, sunglasses forgotten in his hand. “That was her name.”
No one spoke for a moment.
Sophia exhaled, long and quiet. “That little lunatic.”
Roxy let out a breath that was half laugh, half ache. “She never tells anyone. Not even me.”
“She’s joked about aliases,” Cal said, voice low. “Made fun of the soirée names. But she’s never said her real one.”
Sophia nodded once, slowly. “And she said it here. Now. Right before walking into Amber Glitterpop’s garden.”
Roxy’s throat worked. “She was making it even. I gave you the poem.”
Cal’s jaw tensed as the weight settled. “And she gave us her name.”
Outside, they could hear her voice again — distant now, trailing laughter through the hedges.
Sophia smoothed her gown, composed but inwardly shaken. “We need to catch up to her.”
Roxy reached for the door handle.
And then, one by one, they stepped into the night after her.


Chapter 20
Opening Act

Two rows of ancient oaks formed a tunnel over the curving path. Moonlight shimmered through and formed silver spots on the ground. Each step made a softer crunch, like the stones were picked for their sound. Then the trees opened.
Lark stopped so suddenly that Roxy nearly collided with her riot of color and tulle. But when Roxy followed her gaze, she understood.
A gothic mansion towered over them, flanked by manicured walls of rose bushes. Pointed, purple turrets and steep-pitched roofs were accented by windows that glowed with soft amber light. Garlands of red roses draped the grand columns, and strings of lights wound through the gardens like fallen stars refusing to dim.
The circular drive was already crowded with elegant figures in flowing gowns and tailored evening wear, their voices a low murmur of anticipation that mixed with the distant sound of an orchestra tuning somewhere beyond the rose hedges.
“Holy…” Lark breathed, her usual chatter completely silenced.
Cal and Sophia caught up, flanking them on either side. Sophia’s gaze swept their small group, then caught on something bright against the dark gravel a few steps behind them - a floral bikini top that had apparently escaped from Lark’s oversized handbag during their walk.
Without missing a beat, Sophia bent gracefully, scooped it up, and slipped it discreetly into her evening bag.
“Really?” she murmured under her breath, though there was fondness in her exasperation.
Lark, still gaping at the mansion in complete awe, remained blissfully unaware of the recovery mission happening behind her.
Roxy felt Eclipse settle more securely around her shoulders, as if the dress itself recognized they were no longer just walking to a party - they were entering a kingdom where different rules applied.
“Ready?” Cal asked softly.
Roxy straightened, armor and elegance combined. “Now or never.”
The staging area was a cramped space full of plush, velvet drapes. The golden light from the ballroom shone through a gap in the curtain. Everyone was waiting for the parade down the staircase. Roxy caught herself smoothing the dress over her hips, fingers restless against the fabric as her stomach churned.
“Don’t chew yourself up, doll,” Lark whispered beside her, tiara cocked at a rakish angle. “They can’t eat you until the music starts.”
Roxy gave her a look, but Lark only grinned wider.
The crowd hushed. A ripple passed through the room as the first name was announced.
“Ms. Desdemona Butterscotch!”
The emcee was Ashley Passionfruit, Amber’s right hand. Roxy shifted to catch a glimpse through the gap in the curtain.
Desdemona appeared at the top of the stairs, creamly-gold satin catching the lights like fire.
Gasps broke out below as the music started. “What is she doing…” “Amber’s going to—”
“That’s not her usual song,” Lark murmured curiously as the music started.
“What’s wrong with it?” Roxy whispered back.
“She always does Mony Mony,” someone behind them hissed. “Always.”
Roxy peered through the curtain gap. “So?”
“So she’s making a statement,” Sophia growled quietly, her knuckles white around her clutch. “A dangerous one.”
“The kind you don’t ask about right now,” added Lark warningly.
Sophia’s head tilted, eyes still on the stairs. “Shh.”
At the bottom of the stairs, Desdemona didn’t pause to curtsy or greet Amber’s receiving line. She turned sharply, marching to her table without so much as a smile. The crowd gasped as one.
Sophia was called next. Her music came with a wink—the opening strums of If I Had a Million Dollars. The joke wasn’t lost on the crowd, who tittered knowingly when she reached the line about the green dress. Sophia’s silk shimmered deep hunter, the exact shade, and she moved with practiced poise, a woman used to being watched. The ripple Desdemona had left smoothed into polite laughter and nods.
“Your turn, Crayola,” May Belle snarked at Lark while giving Roxy a wicked grin. “What the..Ow! Hey, you’re hurting me...Whoa!”
Roxy gasped, then laughed involuntarily as Lark forcibly shoved May Belle through the curtain just as “Lark Fields” echoed through the ballroom and the opening strains of Lark’s entry music began. She saw May Belle freeze and glare back over her shoulder.
“Lark, what the hell?”
“You’re right, babe. I coulda have come up with something worse, but this works for now.” Lark was glaring back at May Belle while the DJ corrected. “Move it, Barbie,” Lark’s tone carried uncharacteristic venom. “Crowd’s waiting.”
May Belle finally began her slow descent in a blaze of hot pink satin with her white sunglasses perched like a dare. Unforgettable swelled through the hall, syrupy sweet.
“Hope she trips,” Lark muttered.
Roxy shook her head. “Got a bad feeling this isn’t over yet.”
Just then, Lark’s name cut through. By now, everyone had adjusted to the break in expected order. “You’re next, princess,” Lark whispered, squeezing Roxy’s arm, then practically skipped through the curtain.
Roxy smiled as she watched her friend go.
Rainbow Connection floated from the speakers, playful and wistful all at once. Lark’s gown was a riot of color, flaring with every step, tiara scattering light like a disco ball. She waved at the crowd as if she were on a parade float, and damned if they didn’t love it. Roxy laughed as Lark twirled at the bottom. The tension cracked like glass.
“Beach Night!” someone heckled from the back, and Lark actually blew them a kiss.
“Oh, no, please don’t encourage her,” Roxy thought as she straightened her gown and got ready.
The Eclipse gown pressed down on her shoulders like it had something to say.
Heavy. Like it knows I’m about to get chewed alive out there.
The ballroom’s hum bled away, replaced by the thud in her ears.
Great. Knox is somewhere in this crowd, waiting to smirk when I trip. May Belle, too—probably sharpening her tongue like a damn butcher’s knife.
Her throat scraped dry.
Then the first beats of Fight Song cut the air, sharp and defiant. Her song.
“Really?” she whispered under her breath. “Guess we’re doing this.”
The curtain peeled back. Light hit her full in the face.
Don’t flinch. Chin up. One foot. Then the other.
She stepped onto the stairs.
The crowd stirred, a wave rising with each note.
Keep your head up. You’re not prey. You’re not broken. You’re—
Her pulse hammered louder. I am a warrior. Say it like you mean it.
The gown pulled her steady, even when her knees threatened to fold.
Bottom step. Stop. Eyes on her. All of them.
Fine. Look. Drink it in. That’s all you’re getting.
She pivoted, satin sweeping as she slid toward the tables.
Applause followed—too polite from some, sharp as knives from others.
And then—there. May Belle’s laugh. Bright. Hollow. Fake as rhinestones.
Roxy’s withering glare said it all.
The music cut clean.
“Amber Glitterpop.”
The announcer’s voice clipped sharply through the ballroom. Conversation died down as the guests awaited the next debutante.
Roxy felt the Eclipse gown stiffen against her shoulders. Here we go.
Music shimmered from the hidden speakers—“Magic.” Of course.
At the top of the stairs, Amber stood in a gold mermaid gown, champagne flute poised like a prop she’d been born with. Two massive, wavy pigtails swayed like banners. She didn’t move. Just let them stare.
“Holy—” Lark’s whisper hissed hot at Roxy’s ear. “She’s like a human chandelier.”
“Not human,” Roxy muttered.
Sophia’s voice stayed calm, almost bored. “Don’t give her the satisfaction of looking impressed.”
The crowd rose in unison, applause cracking through the air. Some meant it, most didn’t. Roxy could hear the difference, but it didn’t matter—no one sat.
“Smile and clap or get struck by lightning,” Lark said, clapping half-heartedly. “Guess I’m not ready to die.”
Roxy’s hands stayed on the tablecloth, fingers curled tight.
Amber finally descended, each step smooth, rehearsed, like she was floating down on her own soundtrack. The crowd leaned toward her, swaying like the music had strings tied to their spines.
“Look at her eat this up,” Lark muttered.
“Quiet,” Sophia warned, eyes locked ahead.
Amber reached the floor, turned, and flashed a celebrity smile. And then—her eyes cut through the crowd and hit Roxy. Not a glance. A claim.
The Eclipse gown pulsed once at her shoulders, steadying her spine.
Roxy ground her boots into the floor. Don’t blink. Don’t break.
Amber turned away, raising her glass as though nothing had happened. Applause roared again, sealing the spell over the room.
Roxy looked up as Amber appeared on the balcony above the ballroom. No mic, no flourish. Just her, gold gown catching the chandeliers. Her voice slid into the air, low, smooth — and everyone heard it like she was whispering in their ear.
“Good evening, my darlings, and welcome to an Aria in Amethyst. Look at you. The jewels of our society, gathered in my home. Tonight, we weave wonder together — laughter, beauty, and perhaps a little mischief.”
Roxy’s shoulders tightened under the Eclipse gown. Her voice…It’s everywhere at once. Too close.
Lark leaned in, muttering, “She sounds like the opening act for the Hunger Games.”
“Shh,” Sophia warned softly, though her eyes narrowed. She wasn’t watching Amber’s face — she was watching her hands, her posture.
Amber raised her glass. “Every soirée shines because of those who dare to be seen. Some are born to sparkle, others…” She paused for theatrical effect. “Some borrow their light. But borrowed shine never lasts.”
May Belle’s laugh rang too bright from across the floor.
Roxy muttered, “There it is.”
“Hook’s in,” Lark whispered back. “Now she’s gonna reel.”
Amber’s eyes swept the crowd, brushing past May Belle — and landing, just for a second, on Roxy. Long enough to sting.
The Eclipse gown pressed at her shoulders, steadying.
“Tonight,” Amber said, voice lilting, “let the music claim you. Dance boldly. Speak freely. Be unforgettable.” She lowered her glass. “Because I will remember.”
The applause broke like thunder.
Lark clapped once, slowly. “Well. Subtle as a train wreck.”
Roxy’s fingers dug into the tablecloth. That wasn’t for the crowd. That was aimed straight at us.
Amber lifted her glass a little higher. “And now, my loves, enough of me. Find your tables, take your places, and let the revelry begin.”
Chairs scraped, skirts rustled, the crowd moving as one.
Lark muttered, “Dismissed like schoolkids at assembly.”
“Exactly,” Roxy said under her breath, boots grinding against the floor.
Sophia’s eyes never left Amber. “Watch closely. The first move’s already been made.”
They drifted past the champagne fountain, tiers of crystal catching the violet light.
Sophia’s eyes narrowed, cataloging without reaching. “Dom Pérignon. Respectable. Though left like this, the chill won’t last.”
Lark had already snatched a flute from a passing tray and clinked it against her tiara. “Chill or no chill, I’m drinking sparkle water for grown-ups!”
Roxy hesitated, then grabbed one too, fumbling with the stem. “What? It’s free, right?”
“Free,” Sophia echoed, her tone bone-dry.
Cal glanced over, steady, unbothered. “Just don’t spill on the dress.”
Roxy gave him a look. “No pressure.”
They moved on, caught in the swirl of arrivals heading toward the center of the room where a twisting column of orchids dusted with amethyst shimmered. Lark stopped dead to gape. “Okay, that’s not flowers, that’s a Disney villain’s funeral arrangement.”
“Towering excess,” Sophia murmured, but her gaze lingered. “Effective, though. You feel smaller just looking at it.”
“I feel like I’m gonna sneeze,” Roxy muttered, brushing past.
“Don’t,” Cal warned quietly. “That thing costs more than my car.”
“Then I’m definitely sneezing on it,” Roxy shot back.
They curved around the tower toward the mirrored wall. The reflections bent slightly, smoothing sharp edges, lengthening lines.
Lark gasped and tugged Roxy close. “Look at this cheekbone! Photoshop, but, like, live. I need this in my bathroom.”
Roxy stared at her warped reflection. Her jaw looked stronger, her eyes brighter. “Mine just gave me a personality upgrade. Didn’t ask for it.”
Sophia’s mouth twitched faintly. “Manipulation. By design.”
Cal glanced at himself in the glass, unamused. “Makes no difference to me.”
“Spoken like a man who doesn’t own contour powder,” Lark said, wagging her flute.
They laughed, a ripple that carried them forward toward the stage at the far end. A curtain of violet velvet embroidered with constellations framed a raised platform. The floral wall behind it breathed perfume in waves.
“Stagecraft,” Sophia assessed. “She’s turned the whole room into a proscenium.”
“Translation,” Roxy said, “this is a setup for public humiliation.”
“Or karaoke,” Lark grinned. “Oh my God, can you imagine Cal singing Elvis up there?”
Cal didn’t break stride. “Not happening.”
“I’d pay cash,” Roxy muttered into her glass.
The chandeliers above pulsed brighter as laughter rose around them. Lark pointed upward, tiara glittering in the flare. “See? Even the lighting approves.”
“Breathing glass,” Roxy said, uneasy. “Totally normal.”
“Normal’s overrated,” Lark replied cheerfully.
Sophia let her gaze drift across the marble underfoot, where violet quartz veins spiraled outward. The glow seemed to keep time with the orchestra’s swell. She said nothing, but the faint crease at her brow betrayed unease.
Roxy nudged Cal. “Floor’s humming. Please tell me you feel that.”
“Yeah,” he said simply. “Don’t worry about it.”
“Don’t worry?” She hissed the words. “We’re walking on a light-up disco floor.”
“Subtle,” Sophia corrected. “Not disco.”
“Still terrifying,” Roxy said.
“Still impressive,” Cal countered.
Lark threw her head back and laughed, drawing more stares. “Both can be true!”
Crystal light scattered across the banquet hall as servers moved in practiced silence. Plates were set down, bowls gleaming with violet grains and petals.
Lark leaned forward, wide-eyed. “Oh wow. It’s purple. I love it already.”
Cal picked up his fork, steady but impressed. “That’s risotto? Looks incredible.”
Sophia sampled hers without hesitation. “Perfect consistency.”
Roxy stared down at her bowl. “Rice shouldn’t glow.”
Lark nudged her. “Come on, at least try it. It smells amazing.”
Roxy prodded it once with her fork. “It smells like trouble.”
Cal swallowed his bite. “It’s good.”
“Of course it is,” Roxy muttered. “That’s how traps work.”
The next course appeared—thin beetroot rounds, chèvre in the center, pecans scattered on top.
Lark clapped her hands softly. “This is gorgeous. Look how thin they sliced it.”
Cal leaned in. “I’ve never seen anything plated like this.”
Sophia cut hers with ease. “Clean, precise. Exactly as it should be.”
Roxy didn’t touch hers. “Looks raw. Probably tastes raw.”
“You’re impossible,” Lark said, but she was smiling.
“Accurate,” Roxy said, folding her arms.
Desserts soon followed. A croquembouche tower rose from the center, surrounded by glittering macarons, panna cotta, and spun-sugar cages.
Lark gasped. “This is insane. It’s like a jewel box.” She grabbed a macaron and popped it whole. “Ohhh, lavender. Yes.”
Cal tried the panna cotta. “Smooth. Rich. Best I’ve ever had.”
Sophia broke open her sugar cage, a truffle rolling neatly into her hand. She ate it without comment.
Roxy cracked hers, watching the truffle roll across the plate. “Food shouldn’t run.”
Lark laughed, covering her mouth. “You’re killing me.”
“Not tonight,” Roxy said.
Servers filled glasses with cocktails—deep violet in some, pale rose in others.
Lark raised hers first. “To excess!”
Cal lifted his, too. “To the hostess.”
Sophia’s glass tilted in a quiet, practiced salute.
Roxy held hers but didn’t drink. “To surviving the night.”
Across the room, May Belle’s laugh rang out sharp, Knox bending close to whisper something that made her toss her hair.
Roxy’s jaw tightened. “They’re putting on a show.”
Sophia’s gaze never left them. “Amber set the stage for it.”
Lark leaned in, lowering her voice. “And we’ve got front row seats.”
Roxy was pushing her food around when heels clicked closer. She didn’t have to look up to know who it was.
“Well, well,” May Belle drawled, coming to a stop at their table. “Didn’t think I’d see you here. Guess Amber’s lettin’ just about anybody in these days.”
Lark leaned toward Roxy, whispering, “Here we go…”
Sophia didn’t flinch. “May Belle.” Flat, polite, nothing more.
Roxy kept her eyes on her plate. “Don’t you have a table?”
May Belle gave a little laugh, sweet on the outside. “Oh, sugar, I’ve got a table. Thought I’d check on you. See if you remembered how to use the silverware.”
Lark’s grin spread. “Don’t worry, she’s doing fine. Even taught me which fork is for stabbing.”
Roxy finally looked up, deadpan. “Go away, May Belle.”
May Belle leaned in just enough for only their table to hear. “Still the same little stray, huh? Dress it up all you want—it won’t stick.”
Roxy’s jaw tightened. “You done?”
Sophia’s tone sharpened, quiet but firm. “May Belle, return to your seat.”
For a beat, May Belle held her ground, smiling at Roxy like she’d already won something. Then she straightened, smoothed her skirt, and clicked back toward her table without another word.
Lark whispered, “What a ray of sunshine.”
Roxy picked up her glass, still full. “More like food poisoning.”
The scrape of silverware, the murmur of voices—then Knox’s tone cut straight through.
“Belle. Who’s the hot chick you were talking to?”
Roxy froze, fork heavy in her hand.
May Belle laughed, syrupy and sharp. “Oh, don’t play dumb with me, Knoxville Barnes. You heard her get introduced. That’s Roxy freaking ‘Quin.”
Knox said something lower.
“Oh don’t you even think about it!” May Belle’s voice was elevated, but Knox was already up and moving. May Belle stabbed her fork into the table and scowled.
The Eclipse gown hugged Roxy’s shoulders reassuringly. She forced her stare onto the untouched food in front of her.
“Roxy, baby, how you doing? Long time, no see, and like that.”
Roxy’s grip tightened around her glass until the stem bit into her palm.
The ballroom’s chatter was swelling again, Knox’s voice carrying too easily above the music, May Belle’s laughter sharp as broken glass. Roxy’s shoulders locked, the Eclipse gown tugging heavier with each sound.
Sophia stood, smooth and deliberate. “Come with me,” she said, her tone low but leaving no room for argument.
Lark looked up from her dessert plate. “Field trip?”
“Exactly that,” Sophia replied, her smile cool. She gathered her clutch and nodded toward the far doors framed in velvet drapes.
Roxy glanced once toward Knox and May Belle — May Belle was already half-turned in their direction, like a storm sniffing new wind — and then followed. Cal rose without a word, falling into step beside them.


Chapter 21
Last Glass Standing


Beyond the heavy oak doors, the Rose Labyrinth glowed in moonlight, lanterns burning low along twisting hedges. The night air met them like a balm, fragrant and cool, the noise of the party muffled to a hum behind them.
Sophia exhaled once, the faintest release of tension. “Better,” she said.
Lark twirled under the lantern light, tiara scattering sparks. “Now this is more my speed.”
Roxy trailed her fingers over the nearest hedge, petals brushing her knuckles. For the first time all evening, she felt the room stop pressing in.
They followed Sophia down a lantern-lit path until it widened into a small clearing where a stone bench curved beneath a trellis of pale roses. The night was still here, the music from the house only a faint vibration in the air.
“This will do,” Sophia said, settling gracefully onto the bench. Lark flopped beside her with a dramatic sigh, tiara tilting sideways. Roxy stayed standing a moment longer, eyes scanning the paths, before finally sinking to the cool stone seat.
Cal remained on his feet, hands in his pockets. “Why don’t I grab us something to drink? Champagne, water. Whatever passes for normal in there.”
Roxy looked up at him, half a protest on her lips, but the steadiness in his tone eased her. She gave a slight nod.
“Good,” he said. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”
He turned toward the glow of the mansion, leaving the three women in the hush of roses and moonlight.
Lark kicked her heels out, skirts puffing. “Well, that was a circus. I swear, Knox looks at Roxy like she’s dessert and May Belle’s the fork.”
Sophia’s mouth tightened. “It’s not just them. Amber hasn’t taken her eyes off our table all night. She’s measuring.”
Roxy tugged at the edge of her gown. “Feels like she’s setting something up.”
Sophia’s gaze lingered on the hedges. “She is. But it isn’t you she’s waiting on.”
Lark blew a sharp breath through her nose. “So what, we just sit here like targets?”
“No,” Sophia replied, calm but firm. “We sit here together.”
Roxy managed the faintest smile.
Cal glanced toward the house. “I’ll see what they’re serving for dessert,” he said, steady as ever. Roxy didn’t look at him, only tugged at the edge of her sleeve. “Don’t bring me anything frilly.” A hint of amusement flickered in his eyes as he answered, “You’ll get the good stuff,” before he turned away toward the glow of the dining hall.
Roxy shifted forward, elbows near the table’s edge, careful not to lean back against the delicate garden chair. The lantern light caught on her gown, too long and too formal for a girl who preferred boots and denim. She kept her eyes on the roses rather than the strangers drifting between hedges.
“Amber does love her theatrics,” Sophia murmured, idly straightening the fall of her gown. Her tone was airy, almost dismissive, as though the glittering labyrinth were no more remarkable than a vase of grocery-store flowers.
Roxy pressed her palms together, more to steady herself than anything. “It’s… a lot.”
“A performance,” Sophia corrected, voice smooth but flat with disinterest. “Always a performance.”
“Speakers!” Lark blurted, half out of her chair already.
Sophia lurched upright, nearly upsetting her glass. “Lark—no, no, no. Don’t you dare.” The edge in her voice was sharper than usual, her poise cracking as she hurried after.
Roxy stayed at the table, fingers drumming once against the cool stone surface. “Perfect,” she muttered under her breath.
Her mind drifted to smoky clubs and empty promises, to hands that squeezed too tight and words that cut deeper than slaps. The taste of being dismissed, reduced to nothing, while he walked away like she’d never mattered at all. Love ya, doll. Always those casual endearments that meant less than...
“Roxy, baby!”
The voice wasn’t in her head.
Her spine went rigid. That drawl, that particular blend of charm and ownership she’d once been fool enough to mistake for affection. She turned slowly, already knowing what she’d see.
Knox stood beside her table, tuxedo pressed and proper. The easy smile was the same one that had once made her forget her own name, though his eyes were different now. Hungry. Fixed on her.
The Eclipse gown seemed to pulse at her shoulders, steadying her against the flood of memory.
“Knox.” Her voice came out flat, controlled. A far cry from the girl who used to melt at that smile.
“Look at you,” he said, sliding uninvited into Cal’s empty chair. “All grown up and gorgeous. That dress…” His gaze drifted deliberately. “Damn, baby. You clean up real nice.”
The endearment hit like a slap. She’d heard it before, in darker places, followed by disappointment and abandonment.
“I’m here with someone,” she said, nodding toward Cal’s chair.
Knox’s smile didn’t falter. “Come on, Roxy. One drink, one dance. What’s the harm?”
“I said no.” Each word deliberate, final.
Her rejection only seemed to fuel him. “Aw, don’t be like that. You know there was something real between us.” His hand drifted toward hers on the table. “Still is.”
She pulled her hand back. “Not interested.”
“And you’d better not be either, Knoxville.”
May Belle stood behind his chair, arms crossed, eyes blazing.
Knox turned. “Belle, I was just—”
“Just what? Chatting up your ex while I’m getting drinks?” She stepped closer, sharp as glass. “Real classy, Knox.”
“It’s not like that,” he said, rising quickly to face her.
May Belle’s laugh cut through the garden. “Sure, it’s not.”
By now, Roxy was on her feet, too.
May Belle’s smile was tight, her eyes sharp. “Well, if it isn’t little Roxy, cleaned up and acting like she belongs. How’s the floor of the ladies’ room? Still treating you good?”
Roxy looked her dead in the eye. “Better than the company you kept back then. At least the floor didn’t lie.”
May Belle gave a short laugh. “Still got that mouth, huh? Funny thing, though—it never got you a spotlight. Some people shine, some people fetch water.”
Roxy leaned close enough to be heard. “Water puts out fire. You’ve been burning bridges faster than Knox can build them.”
May Belle’s jaw tightened. “Careful, darling. Don’t start what you can’t finish.”
Roxy straightened, her voice flat. “I finished it years ago. You just didn’t notice.”
May Belle let her eyes sweep the room, then back to Roxy. “People forget quick. But I don’t. You remember, don’t you? After my debut, you stumbling out back like some drunk stray. Whole club heard about it. Manager, huh? More like mop-up crew.”
A couple of heads turned, catching the rise in her voice. Roxy’s jaw tightened, but she didn’t look away. “I remember you needing Knox to drag you off stage when you couldn’t hit your own notes. Guess we both had nights we’d rather forget.”
May Belle’s lips curled. “Difference is, mine didn’t end with a bottle in a bathroom.”
The air at the table shifted. Conversations nearby thinned. Roxy felt the eyes gathering, the way people love a scene. She kept her voice level. “You’re right. That was me once. Not anymore. You keep digging up bones, Belle, you’ll be the one standing in the grave.”
The sweetness drained from May Belle’s face. She took a step closer, her tone sharp enough for the whole table to hear. “You’ll always be the same washed-up girl who couldn’t keep her man, couldn’t hold her liquor, couldn’t even hold herself together.”
Roxy didn’t raise her voice, but every word carried. “I’m still standing. And you’re the one scared enough to come at me with the past, because you don’t have much of a future.”
The crowd had gone quiet now, a hush thick as smoke. Eyes darted between the two women, waiting for the next blow.
Knox shifted beside them, words tumbling out like he couldn’t stop them. “She’s not what you say she is, Belle. You’re wrong about her.”
May Belle snapped toward him, eyes wide. “Excuse me? You gonna take her side now? After everything?”
Knox swallowed, his jaw tight but his voice unsteady. “I’m not taking sides. I’m telling the truth. She deserves better than this.”
May Belle laughed, sharp and mean. “Better? With you? Don’t make me laugh, Knox. You wouldn’t even have a career if I hadn’t walked into your studio. And she—” she jabbed a finger at Roxy “—she’s just the leftover you couldn’t bother to throw out.”
Knox bristled, half a step forward before catching himself. “That’s not true, Belle. None of what you’re saying is true.”
May Belle’s glare hardened. “Sit down, Knox. You’re embarrassing yourself.”
Knox faltered under May Belle’s glare. His mouth opened like he wanted to push back again, but nothing came out. Shoulders sagging, he dropped his eyes and eased a step back, retreating into the blur of the crowd.
May Belle’s attention snapped back to Roxy, her voice rising enough for nearby tables to catch every word. “You think you’ve changed? You think you’re someone now? Don’t kid yourself. Everybody here should know who you really are. The drunk little manager who couldn’t keep her own band together. The girl who went home with producers because it was the only way she’d get her foot in the door.”
A few guests shifted in their seats, the edge of discomfort creeping in, but May Belle pressed harder, her tone sharp and merciless. “You want me to keep going, Roxy? Because I’ve got a list. Every broken gig. Every time you tanked a night because you couldn’t hold it together. I can spell it out for all of them.”
May Belle leaned closer, not letting up. “Tell me, Roxy—do they know how you used to crawl out of the Graveyard Shift smelling like whiskey and shame? Do they know what you had to trade to keep your name in anyone’s mouth?”
Amber tracked the exchange from her post near the musicians, her glass tilted just enough to look casual. This was not what she’d set in motion. May Belle was supposed to fume and then break, not drag Roxy into a bare-knuckled fight in front of half the guest list. And Roxy—she was supposed to wobble, maybe even fall back toward Knox. Instead, she was meeting Belle shot for shot.
It wasn’t panic, not yet. Amber’s smile stayed even, her laugh smooth when a guest leaned in. But her eyes kept sliding back across the room. The bullet she’d loaded hadn’t hit the heart. It had ricocheted, and for the first time all evening, control didn’t feel entirely in her hands.
Knox stepped forward again, his voice softer now, aimed at Roxy instead of Belle. “Come on, Roxy. Let it go. She’s not worth it.” He reached out, hands landing on her shoulders in what he must have thought was a steadying touch, his tone sliding into the same smooth cadence he’d always used to get his way. “You don’t have to prove anything here. Let’s keep the peace, huh?”
Roxy froze, the heat of his hands enough to snap something deep inside her. She yanked back, fury flashing across her face. “Don’t touch me.”
Knox blinked, confused, still half under Eclipse’s haze, still trying to calm her like she was his to handle. That was all it took. Roxy’s steel-toed boot came up fast and hard, catching him square.
The sound left him in a strangled gasp as he doubled over, then dropped, sprawling across the floor of the garden party. Conversations shattered into startled cries, chairs scraping as guests lurched back from the scene.
May Belle’s shriek cut through the chaos. “What the hell did you do to him?”
May Belle lunged, fury sparking, and her hand cracked across Roxy’s cheek. Gasps broke out around the table as chairs scraped back, the garden party tilting toward chaos.
Before Roxy could swing back, Amber was suddenly there, slipping between them with the same poise she used to glide through ballrooms. Her hand pressed lightly but firmly against Roxy’s arm, her other arm stretched toward May Belle like a barrier wrapped in velvet.
“Ladies, please. This is supposed to be a celebration, not a spectacle.”
The other guests, sensing the shift, turned their attention to Amber, murmuring in relief.
Roxy’s cheek burned, but she didn’t back down. She started forward, jaw tight, fists ready. May Belle braced, half daring her to swing.
Amber moved faster, her smile still fixed but her eyes hard. She reached for Roxy, laying a hand on her arm, her voice smooth. “That’s enough. We’re not doing this.”
What the guests couldn’t see—what only a few in the room knew—was that Amber wasn’t relying on charm alone. She carried a touch of magic, a quiet pressure she could slip into the mind, a way of bending tempers and smoothing sharp edges. It had worked a hundred times before.
But when her fingers met the fabric of Roxy’s gown, the effect flipped. Power surged back into her, wild and jagged. Amber’s body stiffened, her eyes wide as the spell buckled. A sharp gasp tore from her throat before her knees buckled.
The crowd froze as the grand hostess crumpled to the floor. The tension between Roxy and May Belle broke at once, both of them stepping back in shock. Gasps spread, chairs scraped, and whispers rippled through the garden.
Desdemona dropped to her knees at Amber’s side, already signaling for space. She didn’t waste time with questions or reassurances—her role was clear. With steady hands, she guided Amber up and away from the gathering eyes, moving her toward the quiet of the house where the hostess could be tended to in private.
Ashley stepped forward, microphone in hand, addressing the crowd in a commanding voice. 
“Esteemed guests, I’m afraid the evening must end a little earlier than planned.” 
Her words echoed across the garden. 
“Please, take the roses as a token of our thanks for your company tonight. The Labyrinth will now be closing. We’ll see you again soon.”
The crowd was astonished, but followed Ashley's orders and began to disperse, no one fully grasping what had transpired.
Roxy spotted her companions before they reached her. Cal was cutting through the departing crowd, Lark and Sophia right behind him, their faces tight with worry. Relief hit hard, though she didn’t let it show.
Cal got to her first, hand brushing her arm. “What happened? I leave you alone for five minutes—”
Roxy cut him off, eyes still darting to the mess of overturned chairs. “May Belle happened. And Knox. And now Amber.”
Sophia’s gaze fixed on Amber, narrowing, like she was looking through the chaos instead of at it. “That wasn’t fainting,” she said quietly. “Something snapped. I can feel it.”
Roxy caught sight of Desdemona slipping through the crowd, calm and efficient as she bent to help Amber. “Mona’s already on her,” she muttered. “That says plenty.”
Lark leaned in, voice low. “Yeah, and Ashley’s taking over. Maybe we can all get out of here before this gets worse.”
Cal frowned, glancing past her. “I saw Knox double over. Did you—”
“Stop,” Roxy ordered. “He got too close, that’s all.”
Sophia tugged her back a step as more guests shuffled for the exits. “We need to go. There’s more going on here than you realize.”
Roxy shook her head, eyes narrowing as she tried to read the crowd, and trying to ignore a tingling sensation that seemed to be coming from her dress. “Whatever.”


Chapter 22
Not the Toaster


Gravel crunched as Sophia’s limo pulled away from Wimblewick House. Roxy pressed her forehead against the window and watched the mansion disappear behind the tunnel of trees.
“You okay?” Cal asked.
“Fine.”
“Roxy—”
“I said I’m fine.”
Lark shifted in her seat, tiara catching the streetlight. “That was some night, huh? I mean, Amber just—”
“Don’t.”
“But the way she collapsed when she touched your dress,”
“Lark,” Roxy pleaded. “Not now. Please.”
Sophia spoke quietly from the corner. “The dress protected you.”
Roxy turned from the window. “What?”
“Eclipse. It’s not just fabric.”
Cal leaned forward. “What are you talking about?”
“Amber tried to influence you. The dress stopped her.”
“That’s insane.”
“Is it?” Sophia’s voice was tired but certain. “You felt it, didn’t you? When she touched you?”
Roxy was quiet for a long moment. “Yeah. I felt it.”
“So what does that mean?” Lark asked.
“It means you’re safe,” Sophia said simply.
You’re safe.
Roxy’s fingers tightened against the window. Those were her words. The ones she’d written for Cal, folded in blue paper, handed to him in this same limo, what felt like years ago. When he pulled her from the club floor, when he made soup without asking why she was shaking, when he gave her space to breathe.
But Sophia was talking about a dress. About magic. About protection that she could wear and take off like jewelry.
She stared at her reflection in the glass. The Eclipse gown sat heavy on her shoulders now, like it had been waiting for this conversation. Like it knew things she didn’t.
Safe. She’d meant it when she wrote it for Cal. Felt it in the kitchen at Sour Apple Way, in the garden where he grew things that actually lived. But this wasn’t the same. This was something she didn’t choose, didn’t understand, didn’t ask for.
The word felt different in her mouth now. Borrowed. Like everything else she was wearing tonight.
The front door closed behind them. Roxy kicked off her platform boots, the Eclipse gown pooling around her bare feet on the familiar floorboards. Cal shrugged out of his jacket, loosening his tie.
She made it three steps into the living room before her knees gave out.
The dress billowed around her as she sank to the floor, and suddenly everything hit at once. Her breath came in sharp gasps.
Cal froze, jacket half-draped over a chair. “Roxy?”
She pressed her palms against the floor, but the tears came anyway. Hot and angry and exhausted.
He waited a beat, then crept toward her, extending his hand. “Come on.”
She let him pull her up and guide her to the couch. The same cushions, the same throw blanket. She curled into the corner, dress spilling over the armrest.
“Knox put his hands on me.”
Cal was quiet for a moment, then: “You handled it.”
She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing what was left of her makeup. “You handled it,” she repeated, testing the words.
Cal nodded, not trying to fill the silence.
“I keep thinking about that poem I wrote you,” she said, voice steadier now. “About being safe.”
“Okay.” His response was measured, careful. “I feel like you’re going somewhere with this.”
She turned to face him fully, drawing her legs up under the gown. “So what does that make us, Cal? If I don’t need saving anymore, what are we to each other?”
“I’ve been wondering the same thing,” Cal said.
“I don’t know.” Roxy pulled the throw blanket around her shoulders. “I care about you. A lot. But I don’t know how to do this when I’m not broken.”
“Maybe we figure it out together,” he said quietly.
Cal shifted closer, not crowding but closing the distance. “Roxy, I didn’t fall for your problems. I fell for the way you fought through it. The way you got up every morning and tried again. The way you wrote poetry in the dark and made terrible coffee and argued with the toaster.”
She stared at him, searching his face. “And now that the toaster isn’t broken?”
“Cal gently took her hands in his. ‘I love you,’ he whispered.”
The tears came again, but different this time. Relief, maybe. Or hope.
“Yeah,” Roxy said quietly. “Me too.”
“She leaned against him then, not because she was falling apart, but because she wanted to.”
“We’re probably going to mess this up,” she said into his shoulder.
“Probably.”
“I’m still figuring out who I am when I’m not running from something.”
“That’s okay. I’m still figuring out how to love someone without trying to fix them.”
She pulled back to look at him. “So we’re both disasters.”
“Yeah. But maybe we’re disasters who fit together.”
For the first time all night, Roxy smiled. Really smiled. “I can live with that.”


Chapter 23
Love in the Time of Chamomile


Three days after Amber Glitterpop's mysterious collapse at the soirée, May Belle Slocum could feel the power vacuum like a physical ache in her chest.
Ashley Passionfruit had been making the rounds—quiet, efficient visits to all the right people, positioning herself as the natural successor to Amber's social throne. As Amber's longtime lieutenant, she had the connections, the credibility, and worst of all, the patience to let things unfold naturally.
May Belle had none of those luxuries.
If this came down to a popularity contest among the social elite, she'd lose before the first vote was cast. Her only chance was to bypass the whole system with something so spectacular, so undeniably triumphant, that the town would have no choice but to crown her the new queen.
Hence, "An Evening of New Beginnings" at the Saffron Conservatory—hastily planned, desperately promoted, and scheduled for tonight before Ashley could consolidate her position. May Belle had pulled every favor, called in every debt, and promised Knox things she wasn't sure she could deliver, all to make this happen.
What she didn't know was that Lark had been planning her own evening entertainment from the moment she'd heard about the concert. A clandestine conversation with Mango about "updating the sound system," a few innocent questions about Bluetooth compatibility, and some late-night research into May Belle's musical history.
Now, as May Belle took the stage in her gaudy pink dress, floral tights, and glittery heels, Lark sat at a corner table with Sophia, phone in hand, waiting for the perfect moment to deliver her own version of justice.
Lark adjusted her sparkly headband for the third time and tried to look casual as she sipped her lavender lemonade. The Saffron Conservatory had been transformed into something that looked like a cross between a concert venue and a garden party—string lights wound through the palm fronds, a small stage set up between the orchid displays, and round tables scattered throughout the glass-walled space.
May Belle had called it "An Evening of New Beginnings," which Lark thought was rich considering what she was about to do to those new beginnings.
"You sure about this?" Sophia murmured from across their table, elegant as always in a simple black dress that probably cost more than Lark's car.
"Absolutely." Lark's fingers drummed against her glass. "She's had this coming since the Sugar Plum."
On stage, May Belle was in full diva mode—sequined dress that caught every light, hair teased to architectural heights, working the small crowd like she was headlining the Grand Ole Opry instead of performing for maybe fifty people in a greenhouse. But Lark had to admit, she sounded good. Really good.
"Ladies and gentlemen," May Belle purred into the microphone, "this next song is very special to me. It's called 'Phoenix Rising,' and it's about second chances, about rising from the ashes stronger than before."
Lark's hand moved to her phone. The Bluetooth connection to the sound system had been embarrassingly easy to hack—apparently, Mango trusted her customers not to mess with the equipment—sweet, naive Mango.
May Belle nodded to whoever was running sound, and the opening instrumental strains of her karaoke track began. For a moment, Lark almost felt bad about what she was about to do. Almost.
Then she remembered Roxy's face after that confrontation at the soirée. The way her best friend had tried to hide how much May Belle's words had hurt.
Lark's thumb hovered over her phone screen. Three, two, one...
The music cut out for a brief moment. Then the unmistakable opening chords of "Karma's Got Spurs"—Darla DeWitt's biggest hit—filled the conservatory.
May Belle's face went white. The microphone trembled in her suddenly sweaty grip as she realized she was standing there with the completely wrong backing track, the melody she'd rehearsed replaced by the song that had destroyed her career.
"What—" May Belle stammered, looking wildly toward the sound booth. But there was no stopping it now.
The familiar steel guitar riffs of "Karma's Got Spurs" swelled through the conservatory's speakers, and May Belle froze. The crowd began to murmur as some recognized Darla DeWitt's signature anthem. 
May Belle tried to salvage it, opening her mouth to sing along, but the words that came out were a garbled mess of her original lyrics mixed with half-remembered fragments of Darla's hit. Her voice cracked on the first attempt at harmony.
"Technical difficulties, folks," she said with a shaky laugh, gesturing toward the sound booth. But the music kept playing, relentless and mocking.
Someone in the audience whispered, "Isn't that the Darla DeWitt song?"
The color drained completely from May Belle's face. Her breathing became shallow, rapid. Lark could see her chest rising and falling too quickly, even from across the room.
"I—" May Belle started, then stopped. The microphone squealed with feedback as her grip tightened. "I can't—"
The music reached the chorus, and the melody that had once represented everything she'd lost filled the space around her. May Belle's perfectly teased hair was starting to wilt under the stage lights, and mascara threatened at the corners of her eyes.
"Turn it off!" she finally screamed at the sound booth, her composed performer's mask cracking completely. "Turn it OFF!"
But Mango, watching from behind the bar with barely concealed satisfaction, made no move toward the sound equipment. She caught Lark's eye across the room and gave the tiniest of shrugs, as if to say, "Sorry, technical difficulties happen." The song played on.
May Belle dropped the microphone with a thud that echoed through the speakers. Without another word, she gathered up her sequined skirt and fled toward the exit, her glitter heels clicking frantically against the conservatory's tile floor.
Only then did Mango casually reach over and silence the music, leaving fifty confused guests sitting in stunned silence among the orchids.
Lark took another sip of her lavender lemonade and smiled.
May Belle's hands shook as she fumbled with her car keys in the Saffron's parking lot. The Barbie-pink Jeep looked ridiculous under the conservatory's elegant lighting, but she didn't care anymore. She needed to get out of here before anyone else saw her cry.
She threw her purse into the passenger seat and started the engine, the radio automatically connecting to her phone. Her mascara had left dark trails down her cheeks, and her perfectly teased hair was flat on one side where she'd run her hands through it.
The Jeep lurched out of the parking lot, and she was halfway down Maple Street when her phone buzzed with a text. She glanced down at the screen and saw Knox's name.
Her heart jumped—maybe he'd heard what happened, maybe he was checking on her, maybe—
The first photo loaded. Knox, in his black tuxedo, arm around a stunning redhead in a form-fitting crimson gown, both of them smiling at some elegant event. The woman looked confident, established, everything May Belle had tried to be tonight.
Before she could process it fully, another photo appeared. The same couple, closer now, about to kiss in an intimate moment surrounded by warm lighting and hanging lanterns.
May Belle pulled over, her hands trembling as she stared at the screen. Then the third photo loaded.
Knox was on one knee, giving a thumbs up to the camera with a huge grin. The redhead standing over him in her stunning gown, presumably having just said yes to his proposal.
It was Ashley Passionfruit, Amber's second-in-command. This woman was heir to the social throne that May Belle tried to claim.
May Belle, humiliated, stared hard at the photos until they blurred, then she threw the phone into the back seat and screamed—a raw, throat-tearing sound that filled the Jeep's small space. Knox hadn't simply moved on. He'd moved up. To the exact position she'd been fighting for.
When she was done, she wiped her face with the back of her hand, smearing her makeup even worse, and drove toward the edge of town.
Possum's Auto Repair sat under a flickering streetlight, the garage bay doors closed for the night. But she could see the light on in the little apartment above the shop, and Possum's beat-up truck parked out front.
She pulled up and laid on the horn—three sharp blasts that echoed through the quiet street.
A window opened above, and Possum's head appeared, hair sticking up at odd angles.
"May Belle? What in the hell—"
"Y'all might as well get in," she called up to him, not bothering to get out of the Jeep. "I ain't comin' back."
"You should have seen her face!" Lark bounced in her chair at Espresso Yourself, her hands animated as she described the night's events. "I mean, the exact moment she realized what song was playing? Pure terror. Like she'd seen a ghost."
Roxy sipped her coffee—regular coffee, not the fancy stuff—and tried to process what her best friend was telling her. "You actually hacked into Mango's sound system?"
"'Hacked' is such a strong word," Lark grinned, adjusting her sparkly headband. "Mango gave me the password. Turns out she's been waiting for someone to take May Belle down a peg for years."
"And she just... ran?"
"Oh, it was more than running. It was a full-scale retreat." Lark leaned forward conspiratorially. "She tried to sing along to 'Karma's Got Spurs' at first—can you imagine? She started stammering, then she screamed at the sound booth to turn it off. When Mango pretended she couldn't figure out the equipment, May Belle threw down the mic and bolted."
Roxy shook her head in disbelief. "That's... actually kind of sad."
"Sad?" Lark's eyebrows shot up. "Roxy, this woman has been tearing you down since the day you got to town. She deserved every second of it."
"I know," Roxy stared into her coffee. "I know what it's like to have everything fall apart in public."
Lark's expression softened. "This is different. You were struggling with addiction and grief. May Belle was being cruel because she could."
"Still." Roxy was quiet for a moment. "What about Amber? How's she handling all this?"
"Haven't heard much. Mony's been taking care of her, I think. Ashley's too busy planning her wedding to Knox to worry about her former boss."
Roxy looked up sharply. "Wedding?"
"Oh, right, you missed that part! Knox proposed to Ashley at some fancy party the same night May Belle was melting down. Talk about timing." Lark shook her head. "May Belle probably saw the photos on social media and realized she'd lost everything in one night."
Roxy was quiet for a long moment, turning her coffee cup in her hands.
"What are you thinking?" Lark asked.
A few hours later, Roxy stood on the marble steps of Amber's mansion, her worn tank top and ripped jeans a stark contrast to the elegant columns and manicured gardens. She'd walked here from Sour Apple Way, needing the time to think, to prepare for what she was about to do.
The door opened to reveal Desdemona, looking tired and worried. Her usual polished appearance was replaced by a simple sweater and jeans, and her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail.
"Hi," Roxy said quietly. "I'm Roxy Dequindre."
Desdemona's eyes widened with recognition. "Fight Song?"
Roxy nodded. "A Girl's Gotta Do What a Girl's Gotta Do."
Something softened in Desdemona's expression. "Just Mony," she said. "Come on in."
Desdemona led her through the familiar halls, past the same artwork and elegant furnishings that had intimidated Roxy the first time she'd been here. But now the mansion felt different—quieter, somehow diminished. The air itself seemed heavy with uncertainty.
Roxy's stomach churned as they climbed the curved staircase. Her palms were damp, and she wiped them on her jeans, trying to steady herself.
What if Amber blames me for everything that happened?
The last time she'd been in this house, Amber had been in complete control—powerful, manipulative, dangerous. Now Roxy had no idea what she'd find behind that bedroom door.
What if she has her magic back?
Roxy tucked a bra strap back into place beneath her tank top, wishing to God she was wearing her special gown.
Desdemona paused outside an ornate door at the end of the hallway, her hand on the gilded handle. She looked back at Roxy with something that might have been gratitude.
"She hasn't been... herself," Desdemona said quietly. "Since that night."
Roxy nodded, her mouth dry. "I understand."
Desdemona opened the door and stepped aside, allowing Roxy to enter. The bedroom was dim, heavy curtains blocking most of the afternoon light. In the center of an ornate four-poster bed lay Amber, and Roxy barely recognized her.
Gone was the polished, intimidating woman from the soirée. Amber's usually perfect hair hung limp and unwashed, her face pale and drawn. She looked fragile, almost translucent.
Amber's eyes found Roxy immediately. There was no surprise in them, no anger, simply exhaustion.
"I wondered when you'd come," Amber said, her voice barely above a whisper.
Roxy approached slowly. "May I?" she asked, gesturing to the chair beside the bed.
Amber nodded weakly.
Roxy sat down carefully, her hands folded in her lap. "I have questions."
"I imagine you do."
"Why me?"
Amber closed her eyes. "I was in a war. I needed a soldier."
"May Belle?" Roxy questioned.
Amber nodded weakly.
"And the magic?"
"Gone," came the confession. "When I touched your gown, something happened... it was like touching a live wire. Something different was woven into the fabric, something to protect you. I'm not the only one with magic around here."
Roxy's eyes went wide with realization. "Sophia?" she gasped.
Amber nodded again. "Yes."
Roxy felt a tear building up.
"I'm sorry," she said quietly.
Amber's eyes widened slightly. "You're apologizing to me?"
Roxy reached into her pocket and pulled out a small tea bag—chamomile, the same kind Cal had made for her countless nights when sleep wouldn't come. She slipped it into Amber's frail hand.
"This will help," Roxy said, taking Amber's hand gently between both of hers.
Amber stared at their joined hands, her voice breaking. "I'm not okay, Roxy. I don't know how to be okay."
"No, but you're safe," replied Roxy steadily, squeezing her hand softly. "And I know Amber has survived worse."


Epilogue
Right Here, Right Now


Six months later

The kitchen at Sour Apple Way smelled like garlic and possibility. Roxy stood at the stove, stirring something that actually resembled soup this time, humming under her breath. The melody was familiar now—her song, one that Cal had written for her, though she still couldn't quite believe it existed.
"Right here, right now, I'm enough..."
Cal appeared in the doorway, hair mussed from his afternoon nap, watching her with that steady gaze that still made her stomach flip. Six months, and he still looked at her like she was something worth seeing.
"Smells good," he said, moving to peer over her shoulder.
"Don't sound so surprised." She bumped him with her hip. "I've been practicing."
"I know. I've been eating the evidence."
She laughed, the sound still catching her off guard sometimes. How easy it had become. How natural.
The front door burst open without ceremony, because of course it did.
"I'm here, I'm fabulous, and I brought dessert!" Lark announced, sweeping in with a bakery box and enough energy to power the streetlights. She'd toned down the neon since starting at the coffee shop full-time, but her hair was still a riot of curls crowned with a glittery headband that caught the kitchen light.
"Did you knock?" Roxy asked, not turning from the stove.
"Knocking is for people who don't have keys." Lark produced said key from her pocket with a flourish.
"We never gave you a key."
"The house did. Found it under the welcome mat with my name on it." Lark set the bakery box on the counter. "This place likes me."
Cal and Roxy exchanged a look. By now, they'd stopped questioning the house's opinions.
"Where's Sophia?" Roxy asked, ladling soup into mismatched bowls.
"Running late. Something about a 'wardrobe emergency.'" Lark made air quotes. "Which, coming from her, probably means she couldn't decide between the Chanel and the Armani."
They settled around the kitchen table—the same scarred wood surface where they'd shared so many meals, so many conversations, so many moments of figuring out how to be a family they'd chosen for themselves.
"So," Lark said, attacking her soup with enthusiasm, "guess who I saw at the market today."
"Please don't say May Belle," Roxy pleaded.
"Amber." Lark grinned. "But she looked... different. Calmer, maybe? She was with some girl from the soiree. Seemed nice. Normal."
"Good for her," Roxy said, and meant it. The anger had faded months ago, leaving something that might eventually become indifference.
The front door opened again, this time with a polite knock that came after the fact.
"Sorry I'm late," Sophia called, appearing in the kitchen doorway in what was probably casual wear for her—a silk blouse and perfectly tailored slacks that cost more than most people's rent. "Traffic was murder."
"In this town?" Lark snorted.
"A squirrel was playing harmonica in the middle of Main Street. Quite a crowd gathered."
They made room at the table, Sophia settling in with the grace of someone who could make a cardboard box look elegant.
"This is lovely," she said, tasting the soup. "You've been practicing."
"Everyone's a critic," Roxy said, but she was smiling.
They talked about small things—Lark's latest coffee shop catastrophe, Sophia's plans to expand the boutique, and Cal's promotion at Randy's shop. Normal things. Everyday things. The kind of conversations Roxy had never thought she'd get to have.
As the evening wound down and Lark and Sophia prepared to leave, Lark paused at the door.
"You know what I love about this?" she said, gesturing around the kitchen.
"The fact that nobody died from my cooking?" Roxy suggested.
"No, princess, this!" Lark waved her hand to encompass all of them. "Us. The fact that we're here, and we're okay, and we choose each other every day."
Sophia nodded, her usual composure softening. "Found family is the best kind."
After they left, Roxy and Cal cleaned up in comfortable quiet. She washed, he dried, their movements synchronized in the way of people who'd learned each other's rhythms.
"Good night?" he asked, hanging up the dish towel.
"Yeah," she said, leaning against the counter. "Really good."
Later, they sat on the front porch, watching the streetlights flicker on one by one. Roxy had changed into one of Cal's old button-downs and her comfortable sandals, the Eclipse gown hanging safely in the closet like a talisman she might need again someday.
"I've been thinking," she said.
"Thinking can be dangerous," Cal responded.
She nudged him with her elbow. "About the future. About what comes next."
"And?"
"I don't know. And that's okay." She tucked her feet under her. "For the first time in my life, I don't know what's coming, and I'm not terrified."
Cal was quiet for a moment. "I love you," he said, sure and straightforward.
"I love you too." The words came easier now, worn smooth by repetition and truth.
A breeze stirred the apple tree in the yard, and somewhere in the distance, a squirrel played a gentle melody on a tiny harmonica. The sound drifted through the evening air, mixing with the soft hum of contentment that seemed to emanate from the house itself.
Roxy closed her eyes and let herself feel it—this moment, this peace, this life she'd built from the ashes of everything that came before.
Right here, right now, she was enough.
And tomorrow? Tomorrow would take care of itself.
Just then, the phone rang. "Roxy?...I'm your sister. I need your help. I'm scared..."
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