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For Evie Lane, running her father's bookstore is her life. From the
aged building to the used books themselves, her world revolves
around her father’'s hard work and the memories he left behind. But
when someone drops off a box of old journals in the middle of the
night, she’s torn between respecting the author’s privacy and caving
under her sister’s curiosity.

The journals could've belonged to anyone, but out of all the people
Evie expected to find in her bookstore, the infamous Cassidy Blake
wasn’t among them.

Singer, songwriter, and Evie’s first crush, Cassidy’s life isn’t as
glamorous as she'’d like her fans to believe. Between an overly
protective manager and the loss of her mother, what Cassidy really
needs is a friend, a friend she easily finds in Evie.

Falling for Cassidy wasn’t part of the plan, but when the fire burns at
both ends, it's only a matter of time until someone gets hurt.

With Cassidy’s tour right around the corner and their words so far

apart, can these two women find a way to close the distance between
them? Or is Evie destined to stand on the sidelines forever?
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Chapter One

Between the Pages has been in my family for over forty years. Built from the ground
up, my father put his heart and soul into the used bookstore that now sits between a
perfume outlet and a very small thrift store. It had lasted the test of time while he was
alive but was slowly starting to sink to the ground. The store was where | spent most
of my life and the one thing my sister and | always argued about.

Today was no different.

“You could install one of those reading stations,” my sister suggested.

“If people want to read a book without buying it, they can go to the library,” | said,
cradling the phone against my ear so | could unpack a box of books someone had
dropped off the night before.

“Y ou own a used bookstore, Evie. It needs an upgrade.”

“Ebooks aren't used,” | reminded her, placing a stack of dark books on the counter in
front of me. “You can't trade them in.”

“But you can share them,” she quipped, bringing up the same point she aways did.
Ebooks could do everything physical books could do, but better.

| didn't agree. Used books have always had a magical aura about them. You never
know what you'll find. It’s the thrill of the hunt and finding that one book you could
never do without that keeps me going. | could never upgrade the shop. If | did, it'd



lose dll its charm.

“Don’'t you want this place to do well?’ | asked, already knowing the answer. Bridget
gave up on the shop years ago, shortly after our folks passed away.

“Of course, | do,” she said without a bit of hesitation. “| know you don’t trust the new
tech, but if you just added afew of them—"

“No,” | said, cutting her off. “If | do that, they’ll want me to add a cafe. You know
how delicate these books are.” The last thing | needed was for someone to walk in
and run their sticky fingers over al the books. “And I’m not a daycare center, either,”
| added, referring to the handful of parents that used to drop by just so their kids
could run all over the place.

“You know, as much as you claim to love the shop, you aren’'t much of a people
person,” my sister said with atouch of amusement in her voice.

“1I"m not the problem,” | said, releasing along breath.

“It's everyone else, | know.” Her voice was softer now, almost on the verge of tears.
“1 have memories too, of the shop and Dad, but there comes a time when you have to
decide between paying the electric bill and keeping yourself fed.”

“I'm fing,” | said, opening one of the books that had been dropped off to see what the
title was. Odd. “Looks like someone accidentally dropped off a bunch of journals,” |
said to Bridget as well as myself.

Flipping the book over, | frowned. The stamp from the manufacturer | hoped to find
wasn't there. The book lacked identifying marks of any kind, which meant it was
either custom made or the journa was so old that the mark simply wore off over time.



“Are they any good?’ Bridget asked in a hopeful voice. No doubt she expected me to
read someone else' s personal thoughts.

“No,” | scoffed, turning the book over again once | realized it wasn't something |
could sell. I'd have to try and locate the owner later. The journals clearly weren't
meant to be packed away with the used books, of which there were three. “Why does
it matter to you anyway?’ | asked when she huffed on the other side of theline. “You
just want me to sell the shop so you can buy another car.”

She did the same thing with her last inheritance.

Meanwhile, | put whatever | could into the shop to make it more presentable. The
beautiful golden lettering on the front

window had cost a large chunk of what | spent, followed by the new carpeting and
the sofas I'd added in the lounge up front. | poured everything | had into the place,

and no one seemed to notice.

“Like | said,” my sister began, using the firmest voice she could, “upgrading will
breathe new lifeintoit. That’s all. | want the shop to do well, Evie, | really do.”

“But?’ | urged, knowing she wasn'’t about to drop the subject.

“1 just want you to be realistic. Ebooks are here to stay.”

“They aren’t physical,” | said, repeating the same thing 1’d told her a million times
before. “ Physical books still have a place.”

“Yeah,” she agreed, “inalibrary.”

Rolling my eyes, | set the box of books to the side, then went to see if anything else



had been left behind. If | could find the owner, then | could return the journals.
Throwing them away wasn’t an option. The thought of putting something so personal
in the trash made me sick to the stomach.

“l can tell you're busy, so I’'m gonna go,” my sister said, her voice sounding terribly
far away. “Just think about it, okay?’

Sure, 1'd think about it, just like I'd thought about it the last time she brought it up. It
was one subject we' d never see eye-to-eye. Even before ebooks were a thing, she
insisted on adding a cafe to the front of the shop or bringing in some other, unrelated
merchandise. I’ d seen enough stores fall victim to the same exact thing. My shop was
still around, but just barely.
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“I'll call you later,” | said, an uncomfortable silence lingering between us. “Love

you.

“You too.” She disconnected the call before | could say anything else, leaving me
alone in an empty shop with al of my books.

Up front, sunlight streamed in through the window, illuminating the pair of sofas just
inside the front doors. They

were tucked in a cozy corner off to the right, straight across from the registers. They
were aso easy to see from the sidewalk outside, but folks rarely stopped in.

Maybe my sister was right. Maybe | really was holding on to an impossible dream.

Those who dropped by my shop did so because they needed directions, they were
hiding away from the cold, or because they wanted to browse. As much as my sister
insisted on selling ebooks, | honestly couldn’t understand why folks walked into the
shop to browse when they could do the same thing at home.

Those weren't my customers. | wanted the people who enjoyed leafing through the
pages and remembered when books were the best thing around. | was after the
customers who walked into a bookstore as though it was a portal to another world,
thousands of worlds. Those were my customers.

The customers looking for a place to read the paper with their morning coffee weren't
for me. | also wasn't interested in folks who only wan



ted to read a handful of pages before walking out again. No. | was after the dreamers,
the believers, and time travelers. People like me.

Less than a third of the people who happened to stop by left with something they
didn’t have when they first walked in.

The amount of savings I’d put into the shop just to stay open was unimaginable, but it
wasn’t something | cared to tell my sister.

Times were tough, for sure, but | wasn’'t about to give up on my dream or the one my
father had worked so hard to keep while he was still alive.

With my sister’sdaily phone call out of the way and the guilt weighing heavily on my
shoulders, | went back to the front of the shop to unload the books | could actually
place in the store. Hopefully, by the end of the afternoon, someone would realize
their mistake and come back for the journals. If not, I'd have to come up with
something else.

All morning, those journals clung to the edge of my thoughts. | loved new books. |
loved to open them, read the first chapter, and escape my life for a few minutes at a

time.

But those journals weren't just any books. They were personal, private, and not for
my eyes.

That said, | couldn’t leave them on the front counter, either.

I’d already checked the inside of the covers, but whoever they belonged to never put
their name where | could easily find it.

There was a date on each one, however, spanning over the course of three years. The



journals were more than fifteen years ol d.

Whatever happened to the author after the fact was a mystery. Perhaps the rest of
their journals were in another box somewhere, one that hadn't mistakingly been
dropped off the night before.

No one would’ ve kept those journals around unless they meant something.

“They do look pretty, though,” | mused aloud, reading over the beautiful writing on
the inside of the cover. Whoever owned those journals had wonderful penmanship. It
wasn’'t something | saw very often. In a world of technology, no one wrote by hand

anymore.

“Who are you,” | asked, stroking the journal’s spine. Who did it belong to? More
importantly, why did | have this overwhelming need to find out?

The few times I'd tried to keep a journal, | filled half the pages before giving up. So
for someone to keep writing day after day for years on end... well, it was something |

admired.

Had they done some sort of research and placed their findings inside those books?
Did they fall on troubled times and simply needed a place to record their thoughts?

Maybe they were love letters that never reached their recipient.

No matter what was inside those books, | didn’t have the heart to throw them away.

So there they sat, outside my peripheral vision but still close enough for me to seeif |
turned my head the right way.

Customers came and went, but no one asked about the journals or seemed remotely



interested in buying a book. By the end of the night, I’d spent more time trying not to
look at the journals than doing my job. Aside from tidying up the place and making a
handful of sales, the day had been a complete waste. Unless you include whatever my
mind came up with about those journals, of course.

They could’ve belonged to just about anyone. A surgeon, a researcher, an artist, an
author... it had to be someone special.

Someone with a lot of passion. Someone who had the dedication to continue their
writing for several years.
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Considering the flow of the letters on the inside of the covers, | had a feeling they
belonged to awoman as well, but it was honestly just a hunch.

With no one to claim the journals and no safe place for me to keep them, | locked up
the shop, then packed up the journals and took them home. They’d be safe for now,
but | also knew | couldn’t cart them around forever.

One more day. Two at most.

I’d give it aweek. If the owner didn’t show by then, I’d have no choice but to break
them down. | just hope it doesn’t come to that.

Chapter Two
“Let me get this straight. Y ou brought them home, but you haven't read them yet?’

My sister would' ve been the type of person to read well past the front cover, so |
wasn't surprised when she wanted to know more about them.

“Itisn't any of my business,” | told her as | settled down for dinner. And it isn't any
of yours, either. | kept the last bit to myself as it wouldn't have made a bit of

difference.

“But you brought them home,” she reminded me, drawing the words out. “You
wouldn’t do that unless you wanted to ook at them yourself.”

“Or I'm trying to keep them safe.”



“From what?’ she laughed. “Dust? Come on, you know you want to look.”

“You're getting us mixed up again,” | said, only half-listening as | worked on dinner,
making sure to keep the journals far out of reach as to not damage them.

“You are one of the strangest people I’ ve ever known.”
“And that's what makes me special. Look, even if | don't know the author, that
doesn't mean I'd feel good reading their personal thoughts. Because they are

personal, Bridget. It wouldn't be right.”

“But lugging them around in your car is okay?’ She didn’t sound convinced, and to
be honest, neither was .

| insisted it was so | could keep them safe, but temptation is a cruel mistress and not
something | can hold out against for very long. “There are only two used bookstores
in town,” | said matter-of-factly. “Someone has to come by for them soon, | just
know it.”

“And you're afraid of upsetting what? A future customer?”’

| imagined Bridget shaking her head at me. “1f they dumped

off a bunch of books after closing, then I’'m pretty sure physical books aren’t their
thing.”

“Or they just work late.” I'd probably have to wait until the weekend to know for
sure.

“And what happens if no one picks them up in a few weeks? Will you keep them
then?’



Of course not. “I’m just trying to do the right thing.”

“Doing the right thing is boring. Have a little fun. Just because you read them, that
doesn’t mean the owner has to know.”

“That’slike saying it's okay to take a twenty out of the register and put it back later.”

“Dad was fine with it,” she bit back, “and that was almost twelve years ago.”

“After you told him it was to get something for Mom,” | reminded her. “Which
totally wasn't what you planned to do.”

No, the twenty was so she could treat her new secret boyfriend to a dinner she
couldn’t afford. Even after all these years, she still acted like a sixteen-year-old.

“Good night, Evie.” It was the same thing my sister said when she didn’t want to talk.
Usually, | egged her on and got her to open up, but | wasn’t in the mood.

Once we hung up and | sat down for dinner, | looked back on the day’s events. Aside
from a handful of sales and the journals, the day had been pretty lackluster. Of
course, going from a shop that's aimost in debt to an apartment that’s only big
enough from one person wasn't any better.

“Thisis no way to live,” | said with a sigh, repeating something my sister had said a
million times before.
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She was right, of course, but | couldn’t let the store go. It was too important, too
personal, and the only thing | had |eft.

When the house sold, | unloaded everything, putting funds aside for future repairs the
shop might need.

That money went into a few renovations when a storm knocked down one of the trees
in town, busting the front

window. | used the rest of the money to repaint the front of the shop and add the
golden lettering my father had always wanted but could never afford.

Bridget begged me not to do it, but my pride got in the way and now | was just
getting by because of it.

“Something has to give,” | mumbled under my breath.

Likeit or not, it'd probably be me.

| checked outside the shop the next morning, hoping to

find another box that might lead me to their owner. The one | found was smaller, had
no journals to speak of, and no clues as to where the books originally came from. The
books probably didn't even come from the same house, but I'd thought someone

might’ ve left a note about them or something.

Perhaps they hadn’'t realized the mistake, or maybe the person who wrote those



journals hadn’t dropped them off at all.

Maybe afamily member dropped them off without looking inside the box. It did have
Books written on the side of it, so there was probably no reason for anyone to check
the contents unless they belonged to the author themselves. All through the night, |
resisted the urge to look past the front covers. | wanted to, god did | want to, but my
conscience got the better of me.

My sister was a bad influence, but somehow | held out. She was right, though. |
couldn’'t keep dragging the journals home with me forever. A part of me wondered
why | was so interested in them. Folks dropped stuff off by accident all the time.
Then again, they usually called me soon after the fact.

The journals, however, were unspoken for.

There was no note waiting for me outside the front door and nothing taped to the one
in the back. Whoever wrote those journals had no idea they were missing.

Not wanting to repeat the day before, | set the journals behind the front counter and
busied myself by updating the wall of books up front. A series of books sat on the

light gray wall, their covers clearly visible to anyone walking by.

They were my top picks. Heavily discounted, they were the books | wanted to sell
most of all because of the worlds that

existed inside of them.

Customers rarely looked at the wall, which was a real shame. We all need an escape
sometimes.

The rest of the shop was much like any other. Books were cataloged based on genre



and age group with a smaller sitting area in the children’s section. It was a beautiful,
warm shop with more memories than | could count.

And if you went all the way to the back, there was an old spiral staircase leading up
to yet another beautiful lounge no one ever cared to use. It was my happy place and
where | went to collect my thoughts whenever | got the chance.

Bridget insisted | hire some help, but considering the lack of business and how high
the bills had become, | managed on my own. It may have been exhausting, but it
wasn't like | could just walk away. Even if my family didn’t own the shop, even if |
had somewhere else to go, I’d stay.

As one of two bookstores in town, Between the Pages was the only escape from the
real world that | had.

| could open up a book whenever | wanted, jumping into faraway lands where | rode
on the backs of dragons, talked to ogres, and took part in huge space battles. What
more could a bookworm possibly need?

Granted, the time | got to spend reading was far less than it used to be when | was a
kid. Even without the foot traffic we used to get, there was still plenty to do.

| had to tidy the shelves, keep the books dusted and clean, sweep the floors, vacuum,
fix up each lounge when necessary, and update the wall of my favorite books when
something new caught my eye.

Needless to say, | was in the middle of stocking the shelves with new books when a
harried woman walked in. Bundled up and shivering from the cold, | had a feeling
she came in to escape the elements more than anything else. It wasn’t until | returned
to the front desk when she walked up to me, her red tresses a stark contrast to her pale
complexion.



A handful of tendrils had escaped her hat and scarf which she gingerly pulled away
from her lips.

“I’'m sorry, thisis going to sound really dumb,” she began, averting her gaze as she
dug at something under her nail.

| smiled at her and said, “Any books you’'re looking for, | either have or | can get
them for you. There’'s no reason to feel embarrassed. I’ve seen all types. What are
you looking for?’

I’d seen a number of potential customers come in with someone else, mumble
something about a book they wanted, only to walk out again because they were too
afraid to ask.
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With the BDSM craze still hanging around, | had a feeling | knew exactly what was
going on.

“It isn't that,” she said, keeping her voice low as her cheeks filled with color. “I
already checked the other shop in town and... did you get a box of books yesterday?’
She looked at me expectantly, her hazel eyes boring into mine. That’s when | knew.
The woman in front of me was the same one who' d written those journals.

“1 did,” | said cautioudly, “but you'll have to be more specific. Folks drop things off
by accident all the time. If you have the title—"

“It isn’t anything like that,” she cut in, already starting to turn away. “I’'m sorry to
have wasted your time.”

“Journals, right?’ | asked, raising my eyebrows at her when she looked at me again.
“Yes. How did you—"

“1 can tell when someone's passionate about something. | just wanted to make sure
the books you were looking for were the same journals I’ ve been holding on to in

hopes of getting them back to their rightful owner.”

She passed me a small smile and shuffled her weight from one foot to the other.
“That isn't possible,” she said, not looking at me. “Their author passed away years

ago.

“Oh, I'm sorry. | just thought—"



“It' sokay. I'm just glad they’re still here.” She released a sigh of relief when | placed
the journals on the counter between us. She hesitated then, reaching for the books
without taking them. “Did you read them?’

Thank god I'd kept to my word, or | wouldn’'t have been able to tell her the truth.
Whatever was inside those journal's was personal, possibly more personal than | could
comprehend. “No. The only thing | did was look inside the front covers for a name. |
wanted to return them as soon as | unpacked the box, but without a name...”

“You couldn’'t reach me,” she said with a nod. “Thank you for holding on to them.
My mother must’ ve packed them up while | was away. | didn’t realize it until | went
looking for them after the fact. Have you ever tried to clean out an old house?’ she
asked with an exasperated sigh. “A lot can get lost in the shuffle.”

“1 completely understand.” Handling the sale of my folks

house had been a nightmare. Even after Bridget and | divvied up all of the china and
useless knickknacks, there’' d been a ton of stuff to do. “I’m glad someone came by to
claim them. | was at a loss of what to do, but | knew | couldn’t throw them away.
Whoever wrote those journals must’ ve been an amazing person. The writing inside
the cover islovely, and the fact they wrote over so many years...” | shook my head. |
was getting ahead of myself. “ They were very dedicated.”

The woman laughed a small tired laugh, but one all the same. When she looked at me
again, there was a shine to her eyes. “She really was. Anyway, thank you for taking
care of them for me. | really appreciateit.”

“It's my pleasure.” Reaching under the counter, | took out my card and handed it to
her. “That’s just in case something gets dropped off again.” If she was cleaning out
someone’s house the way Bridget and | had done for our parents, then she probably
had alot more to unload than a box full of books.



“Thanks, Evie,” she said, reading over the card. She looked as though she wanted to
say something else but thought better of it. “I’ [l keep that in mind.”

“Enjoy your day,” | said, waving at her when she turned for the door. “And drop by
any time.”

She waved her thanks, then she was gone, walking down the sidewalk and out of my
line of sight soon after. Strange. It was probably my imagination, but | could ve
sworn 1’d seen her before. It wasn't so much her looks, most of which were hidden
behind layers of clothing, but her voice. Light and musical, her voice was familiar but
also onel couldn’t place.

Not that it mattered. As soon as she got what she came for, she left just as quickly.

Like | said, folks rarely came into the shop to buy new books, which was a real
shame. To be honest, | would’ ve loved to have gotten to know her a little better. She
obviously needed someone to talk to, which was why | gave her my card in the first
place. I’d happily talk over abox full of books any day.

Glad | didn’'t read the journals, it made it easier for me to talk to her in person. She
might not have been the one behind the journals, but she knew their author very well.
That much was painfully obvious given the way she held herself aong with the
tightnessin her voice.

Perhaps they belonged to her mother or an old friend.

It doesn’'t matter. The likelihood of me seeing the redhead again was rather slim,
mostly because she walked out of the shop without a single book.

Chapter Three



“You should ve asked her out,” my sister spoke on the other side of theline.

“She was a customer,” | said, working through the books that came in earlier this
morning so | could get them out on the shelves.

“Who didn’t buy anything,” Bridget pointed out. “I’m just saying it'd been nice to
hear about your dating life for a change.”

| laughed at that. The way my sister picked up guys, it was a wonder she could
remember their names at all. I, on the other hand, didn’t have the time. Unless they

were willing to hang around the shop with me, dating wasn't really an option.

As though she could read my thoughts, Bridget said,
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“When'’ s the last time you went out on a date?’
| considered her question a moment. Nothing came to mind.
“The last person | remember was the one from that bar you took me to.”

“That was two years ago, Ev, and that wasn't a date. It was a hookup. They’'re
completely different.”

Y eah, and hookups totally weren't my thing, either. “I don’'t have time for that kind
of commitment right now.”

“That's what you said after Dad passed away. You used the same excuse after we
sold the house. When will you stop trying to live out Dad’s life and start living your
own?’ She was frustrated with me, as always, but thistime | couldn’t blame her.

Once our Dad passed away, | latched on to the shop as hard as | could. Bridget
suggested selling it right after we sold the house because of how painful it was for me
to work there, and yet, | didn’'t let it go. | worked through the teary haze, pushed
away the depression, and changed just enough of the shop to make it my own.

Still, everywhere | 1ooked, | could ailmost see my Da

d there.

He sat in the lounge with the morning paper, he helped unpack boxes of books in the
back, and he even joined me when | had lunch upstairs. He was nowhere and



everywhere al at the same time.

That was probably why | kept the shop in the first place. It was so | could be closer to
him, or at least my memories of him.

“Are you even listening to me?’ my sister groaned on the other side of the line, likely
having gone on atangent | didn’t hear.

“I’'m sorry. What did you say?’ | asked, stopping in the middle of sorting through the
books behind the counter once | realized | had a box cutter in one hand and a fantasy

novel in the other.

“l said you should’ ve exchanged names. Did you get her name at all? Maybe we can
look her up online.”

“No, and no. Absolutely not. | don’t do hookups.”

“But you are thinking about her,” my sister said, her voice sounding more confident
than I’d like.

“1 was thinking of Dad, actually.” But what else was new? | thought about him al the
time. When my mother passed away, he took it hard. Somehow, he kept the shop
going, which was exactly what | wanted to do for him.

“Spending that much time in the shop isn’t good for you.

Y ou need to get out. Preferably somewhere nice.”

“And eat with what money?’ | asked, wanting to pull the words back as soon as they
left my mouth.



“What' s that supposed to mean? | thought you said you were okay.”

“am.” 1 was. “I'll befine.”

“Mom wasright. You'reaterribleliar. | can hear it in your voice. How far behind are
you?’

“I'm not.” At least that much was true. As for how much longer | could keep it that
way, it was hard to say.

“Look, I'm getting paid on Friday. | can—"

“No,” | said, stopping her before she said something we'd both regret. “I'm not
taking your money. I'll be fine, really. It's just a bad time of year.” More like a bad
year. She didn’'t have to know that. She was the baby of the family and my kid sister.

| was supposed to take care of her, not the other way around.

| may have hated how she blazed through her inheritance, but | refused to share my
burden with her. She wasn’'t the one who decided to keep Dad's shop. | got myself
into this mess and I’ d be the one to fix. She'd made a life for herself, albeit a chaotic
one, but at least she was happy. In the end, that’s all that mattered.

“1 was going to invite you out for drinks,” my sister said, clearly changing her plan to
save me from myself. “We need to catch up. Y ou almost never come by anymore.”

“You could aways drop by the shop,” | offered, already knowing how uncomfortable
it made her. “I'm sorry. | know you don't like it. I'm trying here, Bridget, | really
arT]_”
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“But you're living hislife. I'm just saying you should start thinking about your own.”
Her voice softened, and when she spoke again, there were tears in her voice as well.
“lI miss him too, but | also want my sister back. | want to talk to the woman who
laughed over lunch and stayed out until almost dawn. | want that sister back, not
whoever |I'm talking to now. | missyou, Evie.”
| missmetoo. “I know, and I’m sorry. It’'s just—"
“You need to look after the shop, | know. Just think about it, okay? Love you.”
“Loveyou too,” | said, unable to keep the tears out of my voice.
“They need me back at work, but I’ll call you tonight. Talk to you then.”

“Until then.”

She disconnected the call before she could hear what 1I'd said, but then that was
Bridget, always on the fast lane while | sat on the road to nowhere.

“Things will get better,” | said, looking around the shop.

It's the same thing I'd said for the last two years, and day after day, things only
seemed to get worse.

“You'll see,” | said to no one in particular. “This time next year, everything will be
fine.”



Chapter Four
After not hearing from the redhead for close to a week, | was pretty sure I'd never
hear from her again. That is until she called me right before dinner. Thinking it was

Bridget, | picked it up on the second ring and spoke without looking at the caller ID.

“Let me guess, he was a total pushover,” | said with a laugh, stirring the pasta so it
wouldn’t boil over.

“I"'m sorry, | think | have the wrong number.” The voice was familiar somehow. I'd
heard it somewhere, but | couldn’t remember where.

“No, it's me who should apologize. | picked up the phone without checking the ID.”

“Isthis Evie?’ the woman asked with atouch of uncertainty in her voice.

“Itis,” | said, cradling the phone between my ear and shoulder so | could drain the
pasta. “Who isthis?’

“Cass.” She laughed, then said, “I don’t think | actually gave you my name. I’'m the
one who camein for the journals.”

And that’s when it clicked. “Oh! Hi!” Wow, | sounded like a complete dork. “Sorry
for the mix-up from before. Sisters, you know?’ | released a nervous laugh that
hopefully didn’t sound as stupid as | felt.

She giggled. “Can’'t say that | do. I’'m an only child.”

13 L ucky.”

“Anyway, | was caling to see if you had room for another box of books. They’'re



pretty heavy and look kind of old.
They’re historical romance, | think?’ She didn’t sound so sure of herself. “They were
my mom’s but | wanted to make sure you had room for them instead of leaving them

there to get thrown out.”

My heart dipped at that. | never got rid of any of the books | found outside my door.
Sure, | may have dropped them off at

the thrift storeif | already had a copy or two, but | never threw them out.

“1 think 1 have the room,” | said once | realized she was waiting for an answer. “If
not, I'll make some. The historical section could use alittle love.”

She laughed at that. “Right, because they’re historical romances. Would tomorrow be
okay? | know it’slast minute but...”

“It's no problem at al. I'll be there from eight until five, so drop by whenever you
have time.”

“Great. | guess|’ll see you then.”

| guess you will. “Have a good one.”
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She hung up soon after that. To be honest, | didn’t open until nine, but if she'd
dropped off the journals during the evening hours, then that probably meant she
worked a nine-to-five job. | told myself | gave her an earlier time to make things
easier, but if | were truly honest with myself, 1I'd say it had more to do with my
wanting to see her again than anything else.

With my mind worlds away, | finished dinner without tasting a bite. My thoughts
were on the lovely woman who walked into my shop a week before and the journals
she’'d kept over the years. She spoke fondly of the one behind the journals, and yet,
there was a great sadness there as well, one of which | couldn’t ignore.

Maybe it was because | was still working through my own loss, but a big part of me
wanted to help her navigate the turbulent waters of whatever she was going through.
Seeing as she was cleaning out her mother’s things, | had a feeling her loss was a
recent one. If | couldn’t find a good place for her books, the least | could do was be
there as afriend.

Opening up at eight in the morning was a lot harder than | remembered. With the sky
being as heavy and overcast as it was, getting out of bed was a chalenge. Still, with
the promise of seeing Cass again, | managed to make myself somewhat presentable
before heading into the shop. Granted, | probably

should' ve grabbed something to eat on the way in because by ten o' clock, | was
starved.

Between Cass visit and my growling stomach, focusing on work was close to
impossible. After updating the inventory and pricing some new books that had come



in, 1 was still lagging behind. | should ve been done with unpacking the new
shipments by now, but each time | looked at them, all | could think abou

t was Cass and her journals.

I’m not usually one to obsess over things, especially ones | don’t understand, but for
whatever reason, my mind refused to let it go. My sister would've laughed in my
face, and to be honest, | was doing the same exact thing. Work came first.

There was no getting around it. If | didn’t make the shop as presentable as possible, it
could mean losing a sale. So, after a hard self-talk, | busied myself with things that
didn’t need my attention like washing the front window.

I’d washed it the other day. There was no dust on the windowsill and no fingerprints
on the glass. | cleaned it anyway, using it as an excuse to look up and down the street
for anyone with red hair. Very few people walked the streets, and none of them came
inside the shop.

My heart dropped. The harder | fought to keep the shop up and running, the harder
things became. In the winter, | excused the slow business because of the cold. In the
spring, | blamed it on the rain. When summer came around, | insisted it was because
folks had gone on vacation and were out of town.

But now, with the cold season being as bitter asthe last...

“Maybeit’'sme,” | said, turning away from the front window once | was through.

My sister would never say it to my face but she'd probably agree. | was fighting to
hold on to an idea from a previous lifetime. Like it or not, I'd eventually have to

upgrade and move on with everyone else, but as | looked around the shop at all of the
physical copies on the shelves that no one else had the desire to open, | knew |



couldn’t give up. Not yet.

There were other people out there like me who loved the smell of a good book and
the feeling of paper and ink under their fingertips, | just hadn’t found them yet.

“Hello?”

Nestled in the children’s section, | was amost finished putting a new selection of
books out on one of the tables when the same voice I’d heard on the phone the night
before reached my ears. At first, | thought | was imagining things, but as soon as she
rounded the corner, | knew the voice belonged to her.

Unlike her last visit, her face was clearly visible, her scarf pulled away from her lips
so it hung loosely around her neck.

With no hat to speak of, her hair went al the way down to the middle of her back, the
long red tresses full of waves and curls.

“l can't believeit,” | said, getting to my feet. “Y ou're Cassidy Blake.” Writer. Singer.
She'd done it all. | knew she sounded familiar, but | never thought I'd have a
celebrity inside my shop let alone one who clearly used to live in the area. “1 didn’t
know you were from Bakerdale.”

She passed me a small smile, then ran a hand through her hair, pushing it away from
her eyes. “It’s been along time,”

she admitted, her voice tighter than usual.

“I'm sorry,” | apologized, composing myself before my fangirling got the better of
me. “It just came as a surprise.”



According to what 1'd read about her, she rarely went out in public. If she did, she
went incognito, which was exactly what she’ d done the week before.

“1 prefer to be treated like a human being whenever possible. Folks aren’t themselves
around me unless I’'m in hiding.” She lowered her voice even though we were the
only ones inside my shop. “It also gives me a break from my manager, which |
desperately need.”

“Well, thank goodness for that. We all need a break sometimes.”

She nodded in agreement, but her smile from before was no longer there. “I left the
box of books on the front counter. |

hope that’ s okay.”

“It's no trouble at all,” | said, taking one last look at my handiwork before walking
toward the front of the shop again.

“1 like to rotate books whenever | can. The bears had been on display long enough.”
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She laughed at that, then ran a hand through her long hair.
“Man, this place hasn’t changed a bit.”

| looked at her with surprise. “Y ou’ve been here before?’ | did my best to remember
my customers whenever | could, but | couldn’'t place her anywhere in the shop.
Considering who she was, it wasn’'t something I’ d easily forget.

“It's been awhile,” she said, averting her gaze but not before | noticed the color on
her cheeks. “My mom used to bring me here every weekend when | was akid. | was
allowed to get anew book so long as | kept my grades up.”

“Funny, you'd think she would’ ve wanted you to read anyway,” | mused aloud,
stepping behind the counter so | could open the box she’ d brought with her.

“She did,” Cassidy said with a nod, “but at least with the good grades, | got to pick
the book. Mom was more interested in long prologues and such like that. | was all

about the fantasy.”

“Me too,” | said without a bit of hesitation. “It’s way more fun traveling to another
world.” And now | sounded like a complete nerd.

If she noticed, she didn't say anything. “Anyway, when | went off to school, the
world got busy and...” She shrugged.

“1 ran in and out of here so fast the other day, | didn’t give it a proper look.”



“1t happens to the best of us. Let's see,” | said, going through the contents of the box.
“These are quite old.”

There was aworried expression on her face. “Does that mean you can’t sell them?”

“No, | can, but | want to make sure they aren’t something you' d like to keep.”

“If they were by Piers Anthony or R. A. Salvatore maybe, but I’'m not really into
that.” She wrinkled her nose, then turned on her heels to look around the store. “ That
wall over thereis new,” she said, walking over to my top picks for the month.

“Those are some of my favorites,” | said, leaving the historical romances where they
were so | could join her. “This one here was really good. It's actually the fourth in a
series but has a critical turning point. The rest of the seriesisrealy good. | read most
of them in under aweek.”

She took the book off the shelf and turned it over so she could read the back, talking
as she did. “I aways wanted a gig like this when | was a teen. | can't tell you how
many times | left my resume at some of the big chains. | never got a call back,
though.” She put the book back and faced me again.

“It isn't as amazing as you'd think,” | said, dropping my gaze before busying myself
with a book that was fine right where it was. “I don’t get to read until I’'m home for
the night.

Working behind the scenes is alot different than what we see as a kid. | still love it,
but it’s also tough.” Really tough.

“How did you get the job?’ she asked, offering me a small smile when | finally met
her eyes. “I tried to get one here before college, but back then it was a family
business. Is that not the case now?’



“Itis,” | told her. “I was the owner’ s daughter. One of them, anyway.”

“Oh. I'm sorry. | just thought that they retired.”

“He tried,” | said with a laugh, “but when you're as passionate about your work as
my dad, retirement means taking a few weeks off before going at it again. | finally
got him to stay in the back when he got ill, but he never stopped coming to work, not
even when the doctors told him to rest.”

“He lived by doing that he loved,” she said, her voice dipping at the end. “If only we
could be so lucky.”

“What? To come into work in your pajamas and snore loud enough for the customers
to hear?’ | asked, smiling as| did.

Shelaughed. It was afull belly laugh and music to my ears.

“Man, the image you put in my head isjust...” She shook her head, waving me away
when | went to say something else that might send her over the edge again. “I
remember this one time when we came in around Halloween. He put black paper over
all the windows so it was super dark. He scared the crap out of me and my mom by
coming up behind us with awolf mask on.”

“Oh god, | remember that thing! It got quite scraggly over the years, but he still
insisted on wearing it.”

“1 haven't laughed like this in... well, I don’t know how long. It feels nice. Thank

you.

“After my dad died, it took me months to feel like | could really laugh again. My
sister begged me to close the shop and take a few days off, but | just kept coming,



same as him.”

“That must be hard, working here | mean.”

“It hasits good days. My sister wanted meto sell it, but | can’t let it go.”
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“That’s how | am with the journals you set aside for me. My mom thought it was silly
to keep them for so long, but...” She blew out a breath. “I’'m sorry, | don’t usually
talk like this.”

“It isn't something you can put in a song,” | said, offering her a reassuring smile.
“Not in the way you need,” | added when she didn’t say anything. “I don’t open up
very often. It drives my sister crazy. She has to beg me to say anything, so | get it.”

She nodded, then took a seat on one of the sofas in the lounge up front, staring at the
ceiling as she spoke. “The journals weren't mine, but they were given to me when a
good friend passed away. Leukemia,” she said once she looked at me again. “1 guess |
thought reading them over and over again would keep her alive.”

“You remember her,” | said, sitting on the sofa across from her even though | really
wanted to touch her hand, to let her know it was okay. “That’ s the important part.”

She nodded in agreement but got quiet after that. She might not have said as much,
but | could tell she was trying to find a way to get up and leave without being rude.
As much as it thrilled me to have the Cassidy Blake inside my shop, | completely
understood why she’ d want to go into hiding again.

Aside from the lyrics in her music and whatever information reporters could easily
look up on the internet, she was a very private person. She never did interviews or
speaking arrangements, which explained why she dropped off the books after closing.
It wasn't that she worked late, it was because she didn’t want to be seen.

The possibility of losing those journals was probably what brought her to my shop i



n the first place, and now, she was looking for an escape.

“Y ou know, | was going to close up for lunch,” | said, meeting her gaze.

“Oh,” she said with ahint of disappointment in her voice.

“I'll just...” Her voice trailed off when | reached for her hand.

“l was going to ask if you'd like to join me,” | said, my cheeks burning hot under her
intense eyes. “It wouldn’t be anything too crazy and you can bundle yourself up same
as before, but you really look like you could use someone to talk to. I'm a great
listener, and there’ s this great spot on the corner. 1t’ll be my treat.”

Cassidy looked away from me and wrung her hands in her lap. Was she actually
considering it? She dealt with people every single day, but that was usually in alarge
crowd. Would she have preferred going someplace else?

“I"'m sorry, that was stupid of me,” | said, getting to my feet so | could see her out.

“No,” she said, the word clipped at the end. “It sounds nice.

Normal,” she added when | looked at her again. “Besides, if you're talking about
Maggie€'s, she has some of the best comfort food around.”

“Finally, someone after my own heart,” | said, touching her shoulder before letting
my hand fall to my side. “My sister hates it, but | can never get enough. Just let me
lock up and then we can go.”

Chapter Five

Maggi€e' s was a short five-minute walk from my shop, which was great on days when



| couldn’t leave things for very long. Today, however, wasn't one of those days, and |
planned to make the most of it. I’d spent far too much time at the store and rarely let
myself sit down for more than a few minutes at a time. It was one of the reasons why
Bridget invited me out for drinks and why she constantly pestered me about my lack
of a socia life. If only she could see me now, walking side by side with Cassidy
Blake.

“My mom and | used to come here all the time,” Cassidy said without looking at me
as she paused to get the door.

“They have the best pancakes.”

| couldn’'t help but smile. “The short stack, right?’ Three delicious, buttery pancakes
made completely from scratch with real Maple syrup. My mouth watered.

“Their waffles aren't too shabby, either, but you can never go wrong with the
pancakes.”

| nodded in agreement and checked the time. “We still have thirty minutes until the
lunch rush, so maybe they’ll still serve us breakfast.”

“All 1 need isagood cup of coffee and I’'m good to go,”
Cassidy said, following the hostess back to a booth by the side window after the
hostess gave her a suspicious look. Like before, Cassidy had bundled herself up and

hid her face well.

That said, | wasn’t sure how she planned to eat with the scarf in front of her mouth
and her hat practically covering her eyes.

“Should we place an order to go?’ | asked, pausing outside the booth.



She shook her head, her hazel eyes meeting mine. Normal, | reminded myself, slowly
lowering into the booth across from her. She wanted something normal, and coming
to Maggie' s on acold day was as normal as anyone could get.

Already knowing what | wanted to eat no thanks to her, | set my menu down on the
table between us. “I’'m getting pancakes, and it's all your fault,” | said, using the
sternest voice | could. My smile gave me away.
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She giggled. “Right, like you weren’'t planning on it, anyway.”

“Actually, | was going to get one of the orange cranberry muffins but the pancakes
sound way too good now.” | couldn’t remember the last time I’d had breakfast out.
Most times when | stopped at Maggi€'s, it was for a burger or awrap. Not breakfast,
and certainly not sticky pancakes.

The books will be fine, | assured myself, looking at my clean hands as | contemplated
my earlier decision.

I’d never messed up a single page inside any of my books and | wasn't about to start
now.

“Why not get both?’ Cassidy asked, returning to what |I'd said before. “Eat the short
stack here and take the muffin for later.”

| sat back when the hostess dropped off our coffee. “I like the way you think.”

Once we placed our order, we fell into easy conversation with one another. Most of it
had to do with the store, when my father passed, and why | was the only one working
there. In all honesty, it wasn't any of her business, but just as she needed someone to
talk to, | was much of the same. So | talked, possibly more than | had in months,
especially to my sister.

“The bills pile up,” | said, adding some cream and sugar to my coffee. “But it isn't
something | can walk away from.”



“That's how | felt about my mother’s house,” she said, adding milk to her own drink,
“but just walking in that front door was too much. | was essentially covering the bills
so it could sit there as someone else’ s over-sized lawn ornament.

Once | realized how much of awaste it was...” She shrugged.

“1 threw aton of stuff into storage and am just starting to go through it now.”

“How long has it been?’ | asked, hoping | didn’t overstep.

“My mother passed away in the summer.”

“But weren’t you—"

“On tour?’ She forced a smile, then looked into her own coffee. “Yes. We had to
cancel afew shows due to my getting sick, but even when we were here to handle her
things...”

“It was still work,” | finished for her.

“My manager insisted on keeping to my old routine. He said it was healthy, but in the
short time | was home, | didn’'t get to grieve. | was a machine, going through the
motions and feeling nothing at all.”

“1 think that happensto alot of us,” | said, looking back on my own loss. “I didn’t cry
at my Dad’'s funeral. | know people expect you to, but to be honest, | was still
expecting him to pop up in the shop somewhere. It’'s childish, but | just didn’'t feel

like he was gone.”

“When did it hit you? The loss?’ she asked, looking right at me while balancing her
spoon between her hand and the edge of her cup.



“Not until months later. | was trying to unpack a box that refused to open. | got
frustrated and, well, that’s when everything hit.”

“So then this is normal,” she said, her voice being one | couldn’t read. “I keep
thinking if | just get rid of one more box, maybeit’Il help, but it seems like the more |
throw out, the more stuff piles up.”

“It's a lifetime of things you're trying to replace. The best way to handle it is one
brick at atime.”

“And how’ sthat wall coming along for you?’

| considered her gquestion along with the collection of items | had tucked away in my
apartment. “Very slowly.” Slower than I’d like. Granted, with me running the shop, it
wasn't like I’d ever get rid of it all. Anything not store-related, however, had gone to
Goodwill or alocal thrift store, one piece at atime.

“I didn’t realize he died,” she said, oblivious to my thoughts. “Y our dad. | try to pay
attention to the paper when | can, but—"

“We didn’t publish anything,” | said, staring into my coffee.

My voice was hoarse and felt terribly small in such a large space. “Only the
immediate family knew, and because I’ d already started to work the front of the store,
the locals didn’t notice.”

“1 would've,” she said, offering me a small smile from across the table. “ It might not
have belonged to me, but that shop gave me a lot of wonderful memories. My mom
and | always came there whenever she had off from work, which was rare. She
worked two shifts just so we could get by.



| told her | could skip school and get a job to help her out but she wouldn’t hear any
of it. Her long hours and absence at home were what put me through college. But on
the weekends? | got to spend as much time with her as | liked, which included a trip
to your dad’ s shop. Y our shop,” she corrected herself.

“Itsdtill his” | said. “Even if heisn’t the one paying the bills, I'll always think of it
asmy dad’s store a
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nd not my own.”

Our food came just then, giving us both a small reprieve from the memories that
haunted us every single day. The way she spoke about her mother was how | felt
about my dad. He' d been gone for years, and not a day went by when | didn’t think of
him or my mom. It got easier, of course, but they never left my thoughts for very
long.

The sound of cutlery filled the space between us as we both dug into our food. The
buttery pancakes I'd anticipated ever since we walked through the front door barely
registered on my tongue. Maybe | remembered them wrong. Maybe they weren’t as
good as when | was a kid. Whatever the reason, it seemed as though Cassidy wasn't
doing any better. She took one bite, grimaced, then pushed her plate to the side,
calling the waitress over so she could get arefill on her coffee.

“Aren’t you hungry?’ she asked me, tilting her head to one side.
“I am,” | admitted, staring at my pancakes while pushing another bite around the
plate with my fork. The river of syrup | poured for them didn’'t help. In fact, it made

them worse.

With my pancakes ruined, | shoved my plate alongside hers, focusing on Cassidy’s
slender hands and pink fingernails.

Embarrassed by my naked nails and their chipped edges, | placed my handsin my lap
and turned my attention to the people walking outside.



When | didn’'t say anything, Cassidy cleared her throat and smiled. “People
watching?’ she asked with a playful lilt in her voice.

“| fedl likeit's all | do these days,” | told her, wincing when my words came out a lot
harder than I’ d wanted them to. “I’m sorry. That was out of line.”

“How come?’ she asked with alaugh. “Y ou're frustrated, and you have every right to
be. It must be hard working in a shop that is struggling to keep up with the rest of the
world.”

Her words were nothing but kind, her eyes full of concern.

“How bad isit if you don’'t mind my asking?’

| blew out along breath and offered her a partial shrug.

“Not good.” | wasn't about to dump a sap story on the table between us.

This was supposed to be my break away from everything | had waiting for me back at
the shop. It was supposed to be fun, but with our food getting cold and my appetite
gone, al it was turning into was a bad experience. Except for the company, of course.
That was a welcomed change from me being in my own head all the time or eating
alone.

“Folks just need to remember how things were a few years ago,” she said, oblivious
to my thoughts. “We al have memories of going into a bookstore as a kid and
picking out that one book we aways wanted. | have dozens of them.” Her small
laugh made me smile.

“In fact,” she went on, getting my full attention in the process, “there’s one memory
that stands out most of al. It was on the weekend and my mom had brought me into



the

store, same as aways. Y ou guys were having a reading circle back in the children’s
section so my mom dropped me off and went to get something from the other side of
the store. Your dad served juice boxes and cookies, but my juice box exploded all
over my dress as soon as | put the straw inside the hole.”

Wait a second...

“1 remember this,” | said as the scene played out in the back of my mind. “Y our mom
was pissed.”

She laughed and nodded in agreement. “And then your mom came out of the back of
the store with some spare clothes she' d kept for you.”

“God, I'd forgotten about that. So much happened in the shop when | was a kid, |
didn’t even realize we used to play together.” It wasn’t just that one weekend, either.
After her mom dropped off the spare clothes, we hung out every weekend. That is
until she stopped coming. “Hey, what made you stop coming? Did your mom get
slammed with work?’

“No, we actually ended up moving away. Mom regretted it and moved back into the
area years later. That's why | wanted to bring the books here, because | knew your
family cared about books as much as | did. Man, | was so jealous of you when | was a
kid. That bookstore was my version of acastle.”

“It was,” | agreed, unable to wipe the grin off my face. “It even has atower. Or, well,
sort of. That'swhat | call the second floor, anyway.”

“I’ve never been up there, actually. My mom always kept to the lower part of the
shop since that’s what we liked to read. | might have to drop by again sometime to



check it out.”

“I"d like that,” | said, chewing my bottom lip as heat filled my cheeks. “I mean...” |
released a frustrated sigh. | had no idea what | meant, but just as she remembered me
asakid, | was starting to remember the weekends | spent with her.

It took some time to recognize her since so many kids came into the shop all the time,
but once | did, | looked forward to her visits. | was heartbroken when she stopped
coming and always thought it was because of something I’d said.

“1t'd be nice to catch up,” she said, practically reading my thoughts. When | looked at
her, there was a warm smile on her face. “I need to get back to cleaning out that
storage, but how does next weekend sound?’

“Next weekend would be great.”

She gave me a curt nod, then ordered a muffin to go. In the end, we spent another
hour talking about how we used to sit in the back of the store away from all of the
noise to read books and how, even if we didn’t talk, we always knew the other one
was there, stuck in her own world of fantasy and magic.
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Living in a world where everyone knew her name, it was easy to see she wanted
somewhere to sit and be normal, and my shop was just the place.

Chapter Six

If 1 thought I’ d obsessed about Cass visiting the store before, | was a complete wreck
now. Finally, | had someone to share the shop with. Not that she’d come to work with
me or anything, but to actually have someone in the shop, someone who actually
wanted to be there and had the same memories | did? It was amazing. My sister
thought | was out of my mind, but then she didn’t know who Cassidy was. | decided
to keep her full identity a secret asit really wasn't my place.

Besides, it wasn't like | saw our old acquaintance going much further than that. It was
nice to talk books with someone who actually got it instead of rambling things off to
my sister while she only half-listened to whatever it was I’ d said.

Bridget used to love books as much as | did, but when our dad passed away, she gave
up on them as well.

To be honest, | probably would' ve done the same thing if books hadn’t always been
my escape from the real world.

They were the closest thing | had to a therapist because whenever | was inside a
book, | was able to take a break from my own head. Needless to say, | read as often

as | could, which was never as much as | liked.

Between working at the shop, going over bills, and planning how long | could stretch



things out, there was very little time left for books. Somehow, | made time every
single day, forfeiting a full night's sleep for a handful of chapters, chapters that
turned into the entire book if it happened to be one of the really good ones.

Until last night. Until | had something else to look forward to.

As soon as she walked into the shop with a bag in one hand and a tray of coffeesin
the other, | couldn’t help but smile.

“1 hope you don’t mind, but | decided to get us breakfast.”

She stepped up to the counter and deposited the items, removing a pair of muffins
from the bag before throwing it

awvay. “I can't get anything done on an empty stomach and felt rude just getting
something for myself.”

| smiled my thanks and put the inventory I'd been working on to the side. The
cranberry orange muffin was a welcomed surprise, one of which | devoured without
giving it a second thought.

“I’m not too early, am 1?7’ she asked, giving the stack of books aworried glance.

| followed her line of sight, then quickly waved her concerns away. “Not at al. They
can wait until later. | tend to get around to the inventory whenever | get the chance.”

She nodded, then looked around the room, pausing to admire the wall of books she'd
noticed the last time she was in along with the front window. “This room used to get
so much light,” she said in a warm voice, pressing her back into the counter as she
slowly took apart her own muffin, one bite at atime.



Much like before, she was covered in layers, turning away from the front window
whenever someone happened to walk by the shop.

“Do you ever get tired of it?’ | asked, walking over to join her on the other side of the
counter.

“Do | ever get tired of what?” She tilted her head to the side, the hint of a smile
teasing her pink lips.

“Hiding?’ | wasn't exactly sure what to call it, but it was painfully clear she didn’t
want to be bombarded by her fans.

She released a breath, then reached behind her to grab one of the coffees.
“Sometimes,” she admitted, taking a sip before closing the lid again. “While | love
my fans, there are times | wish | could just go outside without sunglasses or wearing
amillion layers, you know?’

“lI might not be able to relate but | do understand. Finding your normal, new or
otherwise, is usually what keeps us sane.

It's my routine that actually gets me through the day most of the time.”

“Yeah, but at least you can walk down the street without getting pulled aside every
now and then. | used to love walking all through town, but what once took me all of
two hours can take three or more depending on how much someone wants to talk.
And if the vendor | go to doesn’t understand the way you and the folks at Maggie's
do, that time ends up being even longer.”

“1 can’t stand when someone recognizes me in the grocery store and insists on talking
for fifteen minutes, especialy when that someone only knew me from band practice
in high school.”



She laughed at that. “Band practice, huh?” She looked at me a moment, tapping her
chinasshedid. “I guess| could see that.”

“l didn’'t last long,” | admitted with a shrug. “It wasn’t for me.”

“But | bet creativ

e writing was.”
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God yes. “English was one of the only classes | ever looked forward to. What about
you? Were you always into music?’

Thinking back to the time we spent inside the shop when we were kids, | couldn’t
remember if she talked much about it or not.

“l sang to music | liked just like anyone else, but then | sort of fell into it in college. |
honestly didn’t expect things to go very far, but my friend, the one who had leukemia,
always told me to pursue my dreams.” Her breath hitched at the end, but as quickly as
it came, it was gone. “We went to prom together,”

she said with a smile. “Her mother begged us not to. She thought it would make her
even worse. Her dad took us instead, hanging around in the parking lot so he could
bring us home after one dance. That's all she ever wanted, to wear a beautiful dress
and have one dance.”

“It sounds like you gave her that and so much more.”
She offered me a curt nod, then sipped from her coffee again. “Anyway, she was the
only one who knew | could sing until years after she passed away. | was in college

and decided

to join the choir we had on campus just for fun. That's how it all started. | haven't
looked back since.”

“1 remember the first single you put out,” | said, trying not to gush over her even
though | really wanted to. It was strange, being able to talk to her like this without



even realizing who she was. Maybe it was because | still remembered the little girl |
used to play with, the one | read books with, or maybe it was because | didn’t just see
her asa singer or an artist but as someone who needed a break, same as me.

“It's still one of my best,” she said with a hint of sadness in her eyes. “That one's
about her, actually.”

“Get Me Through?’ | asked, continuing when she nodded a response. “I aways
thought it was about your mom,” | said, going over the lyrics in the back of my head.

“It wasn't supposed to be alove song,” she said, lowering her gaze so | couldn’t see
her eyes. “I wanted to write something completely different because one dance
wasn’t enough. It was all we could afford, though. | also didn’t want to write a song |
wouldn’t be able to sing on tour without constantly thinking about her so... | changed
alot of it.”

My heart went out to her. “1I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. It was avery long time ago.”

Ten years ago wasn't along time, not when it came to losing someone and having to
let them go. “I’m still sorry,” | said, placing my hand on hers, “but if you' re anything
like me, you probably want to drop the subject, right?’

She looked at me then with akind smile and relief in her eyes. “Please.”

“Consider it dropped,” | said, happy to change the subject so long as it was what she
wanted. Talking about the past is hard, but sometimes it’s what we need most. In that
moment, | could see Cassidy needed something else, an escape from her red life.
“Oh, if you ever want to avoid being jumped outside, you can always come in
through the back. Just give me a call beforehand and | can unlock the door for you.”



Her eyes lit up. “God, that would be a huge help. Just being in here with al of these
books...” She released a contented sigh. “I don’t know how I’'m ever going to leave.”

“Wait until you see the tower,” | teased, taking my own coffee from the counter
before heading back in its general direction. “The stairs are a bit narrow, but there’'s a
railing there if you need it.”

Knowing she was right behind me, | reached the second floor in record time, stepping
aside so she could get the full experience once she reached the last step. Her face
brightened as soon as she did. Pausing at the top of the steps, she held on to the
railing with her free hand, taking a moment to look around the room.

Unlike the lower level of the bookstore, this one wasn’'t crammed full of books and
had no carpeting to speak of.

Instead, books from my own collection sat behind a pair of glass cases, each one
standing on either side of the room. On the far side of the room, across from the
stairs, sat a set of beige sofas, each one covered in pillows and blankets.

Like | said, no one ever went up to the tower, so it was mostly meant for my sister if
she ever decided to drop by aswell as myself.

Once she had her fill, Cass effortlessly glided toward one of the sofas, sitting down
on the one closest to the window. The window wasn’'t big and didn’t offer much of a
view, but it still got some of the best sun in the afternoon.

“1 can't believe | never came up here,” she said, sitting back with her coffee. “It’slike
adream.”

“It redlly is,” | agreed, joining her on the sofa with a cushion of space between us. “I
try to come up here at least once a day during lunch. It's my happy place.”



“1 used to have one of those,” she thought aloud, tilting her head back before closing
her eyes. “It was the crawlspace. My mom hated whenever | went in there because
the ceiling was only four feet off the ground and it wasn't carpeted. Still, it was my
place to hide out and just enjoy the quiet, you know?’

“1 do. | had aplace likeit, actually, but | usually ran out as soon as | saw a spider.”
She fell into a fit of giggles, coughing once she was through. “The spiders never
bothered me, but | stopped using the crawlspace once my dad installed a bunch of rat
traps. | never saw any of those, either, but getting my finger snapped by one of the
traps was more than enough reason for me.”

| winced at that. “Where is your dad now?’

“He bailed when | was nine.” She shrugged and left it at that. “I’m sorry. | shouldn’t
be saying any of this aswe only just met.”
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“l don't see anything wrong with it,” | said, smiling a her as | spoke. “We're just
sharing war stories, and it isn’t like I’'m planning to go to the press or anything. I'm a
very private person, so | get it. Besides, it’s nice having someone to talk to.”

“1 thought you had a sister.”

“1 do, but our interests don't match.” Boy, was that the understatement of the year!
“She’sinto guys and flashy carsand I'm just... me.”

“Books, books, and more books?’

“Pretty much, though | do enjoy listening to music from time to time.” | gave her a
pointed look and laughed when she did the same.

“Thank you for this,” she said, gesturing at the room.
“For what?’ Was she referring to the tower, my words, or the company?

“For being normal. It sounds like such a simple thing, but most people act differently
around me.”

“And you don’t think | am?’ | asked.

“No,” she said without a bit of hesitation. “All this time, you could ve asked me
about my friend, my mom, or work.

Instead, you dropped the subject as soon as it got uncomfortable and happily talked



about something else. Being

in my line of work, you learn to read people and their intentions. You're a good
person, Evie, and I’'m really glad | ran into you.”

“Well, anytime you need to get away from the world, you can aways come here.”

“1 might have to take you up on that.” She paused and checked the time on her phone.
Her bright smile faded a second later. “Unfortunately, | need to run. Can’t keep the
manager waiting. Thank you again. Y ou have no idea how much this meant to me.”

“1 have a pretty good idea,” | said, placing a hand on her shoulder as we neared the
stairs. “And you’ re welcome here anytime.”

Once | saw her out, | did everything | could to relieve the butterflies in my stomach.
I’d just spent the last hour with Cassidy Blake, the Cassidy Blake, and as much as |
wanted to gush over her, | knew | made the right choice. She was just a person, same
as everybody else, so if she needed a place to hide, | promised to do whatever | could
to give her that.

Evenif it means giving up the tower for alittle while.

Chapter Seven

“S0, how did your date go?’ my sister asked once | finally bothered to answer one of
her

cdls.

Oh my god... “For the last time, it wasn't a date.” And | really wished she’'d stop
calling it that.



“Uh huh.” She wasn't convinced. “Are you going to see her again?’

“Yes. | thank so. I...” | honestly wasn't sure. That was completely up to Cassidy and
whatever time she had left before going back on tour. She said she’ d be back on tour
in afew weeks so...

“But you'd like to see her again,” my sister said with asmilein her voice. “First dates
are always tough,” she added, likely looking back on personal experience. “Y ou need
to feel her out, you know?’

| rolled my eyes even though she couldn’t see me. “Like | said, it wasn't a date. We
hung out in the shop and talked books, that's it.” That wasn't entirely true, but if |
wanted to keep Cassidy’ s identity a secret, afew white lies couldn’t hurt.

“For you, that’s adate. Y ou used to spend hours with...
what was her name?’ Bridget released a long breath, then continued. “You spent
hours in the bookstore down the way going cover to cover just to see if they had

something we didn’t.”

“l wasn't that bad, was 1?7’ | knew | liked to go with my ex to the other bookstores,
but we met over books as well. She never said anything, so | figured it wasfine.

“I1f someone likes you enough, they’ll listen to you ramble over stories and far-off
worlds just to enjoy your company.”

“You're starting to sound like Mom.” It was exactly something she would’ve said if
shewere still aive.
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“So what can you tell me about her?” Bridget asked, going back to our origina
conversation. “Is she cute?’

“Bridget!” | groaned, thankful when she couldn’t see the color on my cheeks. “If you
must know, yes, she's cute.” Very cute. | smiled then, looking around the shop at
where we sat a few days ago. If | looked hard enough, | could ailmost see her sitting
on the sofa beside the front window with a book in her lap.

“And when are you supposed to see her again?’ She didn’t ask about my next date
thistime but it wasimplied.

“1...” | paused, chewing my bottom lip as| did. “I don’t know. She'sreally busy with
work right now and | don’t know when it’ s going to get any better.”

Not to mention her going back on tour meant she wasn't girlfriend material. Not for
me, anyway. | never cared for the long distance thing, and believe me, | tried. College
was a bad time to start a new relationship, especially when that girlfriend decided to

go to school several states away.

But with Cassidy, she'd be gone more often and for longer periods of time. The
timezones alone would make talking to her extremely difficult.

Not that we were dating, of course, but she was nice to talk to.
“You guysdidn’t set up another date?’ my sister asked, surprised.

“Sort of?” 1I'd offered Cassidy a place to go when she needed to unwind, but that



didn’t really count, did it? My sister would know for sure, but not without me sharing
every single detail with her. If there was one thing | knew about Cassidy Blake it was
her need for privacy, privacy | was happy to give any way | could.

“So it wasn't adate,” Bridget said with an exasperated sigh.

“That's what I've been trying to tell you. We're just friends” More like
acquaintances, really, but it wasn't like I’ d know the difference.

The friends | had growing up were the ones | read about inside one of my books.
Mom and Dad tried to get me to hang out with a girl down the street, but | couldn’t be
bothered.

It'sredlly hard to date when you' re as awkward as me.

“|s there anything you can tell me about her?’” This was usually when Bridget would
give up and find a reason to hang up the phone. Instead, she wanted to keep talking,
drawing as much information out of me as she could.

It wasn't that | didn’t want to talk about it, but after seeing the lengths Cassidy went
to just to have a semi-normal day out, it didn’'t feel right. So | shared as little as

possible, which wasn’'t nearly as much as my sister would' ve liked.

“She used to come into the shop,” | said, focusing on when we were kids. “I didn’t
realize it was her because of how long it’s been.”

“And she still livesin the area?”

Of that, | wasn’t sure. “ She' staking care of afew family things.”

“Like you did after Dad passed away.”



“Yeah. That's how the journals ended up at the shop. She was cleaning out the house.
Anyway, | don't know if I'll see her again because | don’t know how long she's
supposed to be in town. | think she just wants to take care of things here and move
on, you know?’

“1 do, but that also explains why you're drawn to her. And don’t tell me you're not. |
can tell you're holding something back, which probably has more to do with you
protecting her rather than yourself. You aways were a giver, Evie. Because you
handled things after Dad passed away, it makes sense for you to take a liking to
someone facing the same thing.”

“And she likes books,” | pointed out with a small smile.

“Don’t forget that.”

“Well of course she does,” Bridget said, laughing as she did.

“I"'m glad you’ ve found someone, Evie, even if it’sonly for a short while.”

“Metoo.” Morethan | realized, actually.

“And if it turns out she really isn’t living here anymore, at least you know what to
write on your dating profile.”

“Bridget!” | amost screamed, covering my mouth when someone walking on the
sidewalk paused to ook inside the shop.

“What? It’ s true. Smart, down to earth blonde seeks other bookworms. It's perfect!”

| shook my head but couldn’t help the smile on my face.
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“1’m hanging up now.”

“Love you!” she said in her sweetest voice, drawing out the words before finally
hanging up.

Alone in the shop, silence quickly fell down around me.

Aside from the very light music | had playing on the overhead speakers, all was quiet.
There were no kids in the children’s section giggling over brightly colored books, no
adults taking them through the shop to pick out one of their favorites, and no one
sitting up front with their morning paper.

The life that once existed inside the shop was no more, replaced with full shelves,
silence, and empty chairs. As quickly as my sister had lifted my spirits, that warm
feeling disappeared, traded for a cold shop and no one to share it with.

Cassidy finaly reached out to me the following week. I’d just finished putting a new
shipment of books on the shelves when | got a text, soon followed by rapid tapping
on the back door. Before | could get the door open the entire way, she slipped inside,
sounding terribly out of breath as she spoke.

“Thanks. My manager’s been hounding me all morning, and | could realy use the
quiet,” she said, her words running together. “He seriously wants me to do this
interview on channel eight and... you'd think after working with me for years he'd
know | don’'t do that.” When she finally ran out of breath, she sucked in a lungful of
air, then offered me an apologetic smile. “I’'m sorry. You don’t want to hear about
this. It's just | don't really have anyone else to talk to since my mom’s gone and



Joel’ s got his own life to tend to.”

“Who's Joel?’ | asked, stepping aside before gesturing toward the front of the shop
where it got the most sunlight.

“Oh, he’s my best friend. We used to live down the street from one another, but he's
got his own things going on so | don’t want to weigh him down.” Realizing what
she’'d said, she looked at me and corrected herself. “I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean that |
want to trouble you, either, it'sjust... god, talking's hard this early in the morning.”

| giggled, then gently placed a hand on her shoulder. “1’ve been there, so | totally get
it.” | stepped behind the front counter and removed the red coffee maker from
underneath of it, plugging it in before putting in some fresh beans and filtered water |
always kept alongside it. “It might not be as good as the stuff they sell at Maggie's,
but it should help,” | said, referring to the coffee as it started to brew.

“After my dad died, my sister didn’t want to talk about it.

Aside from the funeral, she acted as though it didn’t exist. In her mind, our dad had
gone on a much-needed vacation. It wasn't until later when she finally faced it, but by
then, she was too stuck in her own head to share her feelings with me.”

“She sounds young,” Cassidy said, leaning against the front counter and smiling her
thanks when | handed her a fresh cup of coffee. “You're alifesaver. Truly. And this
isn't nearly as bad as you make it sound,” she said, holding up the mug so she could
study it. “I likeit.”

“It isn’'t too plain for your accomplished palette?’ | teased, hiding my smile behind
my own mug when she looked at me again.

“Please. | don't redlly do all the fancy stuff. People would like to think so, but I've



had times when | came close to living on the streets, so | tend to hold on to whatever
funds| get.”

“I’'m the same way. Aside from the shop, | don’'t spend much at al. Anyway, my
sister is only a few years younger than me, but she had a hard time dealing with
things when Dad passed away, so | didn’t press her. | wanted to talk about it and sort
things out, but she didn’t.”

“Soyou did it al yourself?” Cassidy asked, her brow furrowing above her eyes.

| offered her a partial shrug, then walked over to one of the sofas in the front lounge
so we could sit down. “For alittle bit.

She helped with the house when she could. There were alot of things she wanted to
keep that belonged to our mom. I'd sooner get rid of everything but the shop because
everything else doesn’t come close to the significance of where we are now. Anyway,
I’m rambling. Like | said before, | get it.

Talking to someone, anyone, can realy help. | once rambled off to one of the
waitresses at Maggie's. It was later in the day and they had a lull, but | still felt bad

for holding her up.”

“They must’ve known him, though,” Cassidy said, sitting cross-legged on the sofa
across from mine.

“They did, so | guessthat madeit alittle easier, but we all can

't be so lucky. “I gave her a pointed look, leaning back as | did. “So why is your
manager pressuring you to get in the public’'s eye?’

She blew out along breath, causing a tendril of hair to flutter in front of her face. She



tucked it behind her ear, then spoke. “Probably because my last song was written
three years ago. It isn't like I’'m not trying, but after my mom got sick, | just didn't
see the point. | couldn’t put my energy toward it.”

“But you still went on tour?”’
“1 did,” she said, choking around the words. “I thought | was doing it for the fans, but
| was honestly afraid of what I’d have to face once | came home. Does that make me

aterrible person?’

| quickly shook my head, then got to my feet so | could join her on the other side of
the lounge. “It means you' re human.

It's normal to want to run from the pain. That’s what Bridget did and what | would’ ve
doneif | had someone else around to handle all of the stress. However, seeing asI’'m

the oldest...”

“You took it upon yourself to carry the full weight so your sister could cope,” she
finished for me, smiling as she did.

“My manager was understanding at first, but he gets impatient.
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Sales are down, apparently, which is usually when he throws one of hisfits.”

“S0 he thinks you going on thisinterview or whatever will increase sales?’

“That’s his hope.”

“And what about you?’ | asked, sitting on the sofa so | was looking right at her.

She stared into her coffee, shaking her head as she spoke.

“My needs—"

“Are just as important as anyone else. You aren't a machine, Cassidy. We all need
time for ourselves, even if it means talking to someone you barely know just to get

things off your chest.”

She laughed at that. It was a tight, uncomfortable laugh, but was still enough to make
her smile. “Has anyone ever told you you would' ve made a great therapist?’

“I"'m only talking from experience. | wouldn’'t be much help otherwise. But you're
avoiding the question. You don’t need to answer me but think about it for yourself.
What isit you want?

Why do you want to avoid the public eye so much?’ | had a feeling | knew the
answer, but | left it at that. If she wanted to answer me, she could. If not, that was fine
too.



In the end, she placed her mug in her lap and leaned her head back on the sofa,
closing her eyes as she spoke. “I know as soon as | get on that stage, I'll have to
explain my absence.”

“You don't have to explain yourself to anyone.”

“But even if they don't ask, | know it’'ll be at the backs of their minds, and I'm just
not ready to talk about it, you know?’

| smiled gently. “I do.”

“But then I’m talking to you and...”

“Don’'t worry about it,” | said, placing my hand on hers without a bit of hesitation.
“Like | said, we all need someone to talk to, even if it’'s someone we barely know.”

There was a dight shine to her eyes, and when she spoke again, there were tears in
her voiceaswell. “And if | want to

get to know her even better?’

“Then | guess we'll just have to take things one day at atime,” | said, swallowing
around the lump that had formed in the back of my throat.

“I"d like that.”

“Metoo.”

Even if shewas only in town for alittle while.

Chapter Eight



We spent most of the morning sharing all the funny things our folks did around the
holidays and anything else we could think of to keep the mood light and completely
off whatever it was her manager wanted her to do. By lunch, we ordered some
burgers and fries from Maggi€'s, closed up the shop, then went back upstairs.

It was strange having lunch in the tower with someone else.

No one ever came up here, and the few times Bridget actually joined me, I'd begged
her to do so. Not Cassidy. As soon as | turned the shop sign from open to closed, she
flew up those steps, breathing a sigh arelief once she reached the top.

Her manager had been calling all morning, grating on her nerves as the day went on.
When he texted her before lunch, | took the phone from her and turned it off.
Granted, | could see she wanted to check her messages as she kept touching the
phone which she' d hidden in her pocket.

“He'll find you if it's an emergency,” | told her as we sat down to enjoy our lunch.

“He doesn’t know I'm here,” she said between bites. “No one does.”

“Hiding out,” | said with anod of approval. “I likeit.”



Page 19

Source Creation Date: July 13, 2025, 2:22 pm

“Metoo,” she admitted with alaugh, covering her mouth when her bite of pickle tried
to dip off her lip. “Man, this is so good. | forgot how much | loved going to

Maggi€'s.

“Breakfast, lunch, dinner... they do it al. | could eat there al the timeif | didn’'t have
respect for my waistline.”

That got alaugh out of her. “You're funny.”

“1 try to be.” | got quiet a moment, thinking back to something she’'d said earlier. “So
you really haven't written anything new in years?’

She looked at me as though I'd just slapped her. Her face paled and she looked at
everything inside the room except me.

“Sorry, you don't need to answer. I'm just trying to make conversation.” One of
which didn’t go as planned.

“No, it's okay,” she said, wiping her mouth with a napkin before finishing up her
fries and drink. “I’ve written a few of them, but there’s a big difference between
writing a song and wanting to sing it for someone else.”

“So they’'re private,” | said, “which istotally fine, by the way.”

“My manager would beg to differ. If he knew | was withholding new material...” She
shook her head, then dropped the subject altogether.



“Itisn’t any of hisbusiness,” | told her, “and you should be able to sing whatever and
however you want. In fact, if you need a place to sing just for yourself, you can come
up here.

Folks rarely come into the shop, so you could treat it like your own personal studio.”

“Really?’” she asked with disbelief, her eyes going wide when she looked at me again.

| shrugged, then said, “It isn’t like anyone else is using the space. Besides, the shop
could use a pick-me-up.”

“Singing to cheer up a shop,” she said with a laugh. “I like it, and I’d be honored to
sing in this room. Besides, it would mean hanging out with you some more before |

have to go back on tour, so in that sense, it’sawin-win.”

There was that smile again. The same exact smile that made my entire stomach swirl
with nerves.

“Then I'll leave you toit,” | said, getting up from my spot so | finish what was left of
my lunch before opening the shop downstairs.

“I’ll just be afew more minutes, then I’'ll grab my gear from the car.”

“Take your time,” | said, stopping at the top of the steps and hoping | didn’'t look as
silly as | felt. My smile was starting to make my cheeks hurt, and as | hovered with
my hand on the

railing, | knew I’d lingered longer than | should. “I’ll be downstairsif you need me.”

| didn’'t wait for an answer, forcing my legs to move before | said something | might
regret. Something like how pretty she was, or happy | was to have her around, and



how badly | wanted to take the day off just to hang out with her. Those were things
something would say to her girlfriend, not someone she just met.

It's just because | haven't dated in awhile, | decided, excusing my childish feelings
of lust as nothing more than that. It was lust, plain and simple. Once she was around
for awhile, things would calm down.

| was almost sure of it.

As promised, the afternoon inside the shop was slow and quiet. | still managed to find
something to do, but in redlity, it was just to keep my mind off of Cassidy. Things
like rotating the books on the front wall yet again even though I'd just done it, or
cleaning the fr

ont window and putting some books on the windowsill to try and bring in more
business.

There was a time when putting new books inside the window meant a rush of foot
traffic, but not anymore. Folks were so glued to their phones that even when they
went out for a walk, their heads were down and their minds completely oblivious to
the world around them.

Okay, so not everyone was like that, but it certainly felt that way. At least I'm not
alone, | thought with a smile, turning back toward the inside of the shop once |
arranged the books inside the window.

Cassidy hadn’t said more than a few words between her trips to the car and back. |
wasn't exactly sure what she planned to do up in the tower, but it didn’t involve

singing.

She didn’t take up her guitar case which I’m sure she kept with her at al times. Asfar



as| could tell, she didn’t sing, either.

Perhaps the offer of having a place to unwind was enough.

She could’ve just as easily gone up there to read whatever
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books she'd put away for safekeeping. A part of me wanted to go up and check on
her, but in the end, | focused on my work instead.

When she quietly slipped downstairs an hour later, she almost gave me a heart attack.

“1’m going out for some coffee. Would you like some?’ she asked, causing me to hit
my head on the front counter as I'd been looking for a few books I'd stored away
earlier. “Oh god, I’'m sorry.” She rushed over to my side of the counter and helped me
up, her hand warm on my arm.

With my heart racing and my head throbbing the slightest bit, | managed to get to my
feet with her help, then braced my hands on the counter to keep my balance. Man,
that hurt. | winced when | tried to look at the overhead lights, dropping my gaze
moments later.

“We should call someone,” Cassidy said, her voice full of concern. She already had
out her phone but hesitated when | placed my hand over the screen. “Y ou could have
aconcussion,” she said.

| waved her concerns away, holding my eyes tight until the throbbing in my head
quieted to adull roar. “1’d know if | did.

I’ve had one before,” | said, meeting her eyes again. “It isn’'t the first time that’s
happened, “1 told her, hoping it would put her mind at ease. “I used to hide under
there as a kid. It drove my mom crazy because | was always in the way.” The cubbie
under the counter was a wonderful place to read a book instead of doing my
homework, so long as there was room, anyway.



She didn’t look convinced, crossing her arms in front of her chest as | shifted my
weight from one foot to the other. “I still think you should have it looked at.”

“It'sfine,” | assured her, forcing a smile. “What was it you asked me again?’ | didn’t
exactly hear al of it no thanks to the loud crack my head made when it connected
with the counter.

“Coffee,” she said, not moving from where she was, “but we could always make
some here,” she added, gesturing to the little pot | had behind the register.

She didn't want to leave, that much was clear in the way she spoke and how she
hovered in front of me, her eyes never leaving mine. Worry lines marred her beautiful
face, her lips pinched in atight line as she contemplated what to do.

“Go,” | said with an uneasy laugh. “Get something from Maggie’s. I'll be here when
you get back.”

“Areyou sure? Because | could—"

“It'sokay,” | assured her, thankful when the pain in my head finally passed.

She hesitated a moment more, then put her phone back in her pocket and bundled up
before going back out onto the sidewalk. If anyone knew who she was with all her
layers, they didn’t say a word. She easily stepped in front of a small crowd and kept
walking, walking out of my line of sight soon after.

Knowing she’'d be back, | finished what I’d been doing earlier, then opened the front
door when | saw her walking up to the shop. She smiled her thanks, then handed one

of the coffees she’ d bought to me along with another muffin | didn’t need.

“Just in case,” shetold me when | tried to give it back. “Y ou don't need to eat it right



now, but if you get hungry, it’s there,”

she added with a smile, placing her coffee on the counter so she could unravel the
scarf around her neck and face before shoving it along with a fuzzy hat inside her
coat pockets.

“Doesn’'t that get exhausting?’ | asked, immediately wishing | hadn’t.

She paused, looking at me as though I’ d spoken a completely different language. “It
does,” she admitted, rolling her shoulders before fixing the sleeves of her shirt, “but
it’s better than hiding away all the time or getting interrupted during a meal.”

| nodded my understanding, then took a sip of the coffee she’d brought for me.
Surprisingly, it wasjust theway | liked it.

“l saw how you fixed your cup before,” she told me, likely sensing my confusion.
“I’m observant like that. My mom always told me it was a strange habit, but | just
call it common courtesy. You treated me, so now I’'m treating you.” With that, she
walked over to one of the sofas and plopped down, leaning back into the cushions
once she did.

“You didn’'t have to, but thanks,” | said, glancing outside at the empty sidewalk
before joining her again.

“You'll know if anyone comes in,” she said, looking from me to the glass doors that
were to the left and behind her.

“And if you sit over there, then you’'ll see them aswell.”

| sat across from her and smiled. “I know. | just never liked going into a shop where
the employees were sitting down or leaning against the furniture and talking to one



another.”

“Especially when you need their help,” Cassidy said, holding up her coffee as she
did.

“1 can’t imagine anyone not stopping to help you,” | said, apologizing soon after. “I
didn’t mean it like that.”

“1 try not to get someone else’s attention,” she admitted,

“mostly because it means taking several minutes out of my already busy schedule to
talk. | love my fans, | redly, so it'sjust... | like to be normal sometimes. | want to
walk into a clothing store and gather my things without an employee rushing over to
seeif I'll be wearing it on my upcoming tour.
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It's kind of nice going to a smaller town than this one where hardly anyone knows the
name Cassidy Blake.”

“1 can imagine, but if you're so against the extra attention, why do it at all?” The
words slipped from my mouth before | could pull them back.

To my surprise, Cassidy didn’'t miss a beat. “I liked it in the beginning. Getting
recognized for something 1I'd worked so hard on was great, but over the years, it's
become rather intrusive.” She released a long breath and looked down in her lap. “I
wanted to give my mother the funeral she deserved, but | couldn’t because | knew the
entire town would show up.”

“That wouldn’t have been so bad.” At least | didn’t think so.

“No, but then you get the reporters and someone taking a shot of a private moment. |
just couldn’'t face that after she passed away. It would ve made the day about
something else besides her and tarnish her memory, so | had to do something private
instead.” She choked back a sob, then waved me away when | rushed over to give her

a handful of tissues. “I can’t even visit her grave because someone might be there.”

“You think people hang out at her grave waiting for you?’ | asked, lowering onto the
sofa beside her.

She shook her head, her hair shielding her eyes from view.

“1 don’t know what to think, but it’ s the fear that keeps me from visiting.”



“1 haven’t gone to see my dad in awhile,” | said, grimacing when guilt tightened in
my chest. “I went a few times, but it only feels cold and lonely when | do, so | just
stay here.”

“It must be hard but also sounds kind of nice having a place you shared with him.”

“Itis,” | agreed, smiling when she looked at me again.

There were tears in her eyes, and when | reached out to caress her cheek, she didn’t
stop me, leaning into my touch instead.

“I’'m sorry,” | apologized, pulling back before | did something we' d both regret.

“Don’'t be. You're the first person who's truly treated me like an actual person since
my mom passed away. My manager thinks I’'m a superhero and can’t be bothered by
feelings, and | haven't told anyone else. They just think I’'m on break. Well, aside
from Joel, that is. He knows, but he’'s so busy with work that | haven’'t been able to
keep up with him.”

“Your friend, right?” When she nodded, | smiled. “ At least you can still talk to him.”

“1 can, but our conversations are usually rushed. He did promise to visit me when | go
back on tour, so there’sthat.”

She cleared her throat, blew her nose, then put the tissue in her pocket. “Look at me
being a blubbering mess when | haven't even asked you how you're doing. Are you
feeling any better?’

The way she looked at me then with stands of hair stuck to her cheeks, | couldn’t help
but smile.



“I am, actually. The coffee helps.” And | was pretty sure the muffin would as well.

She got quiet then, and at first | thought it was something I’d said, but then she asked
me something | never thought I’d ever hear. “If | went to visit my mom...” She shook
her head.

“Nevermind.”
| reached over and placed my hand on hers. “Would you like me to go with you?’ |
knew what it was like having to visit the cemetery after losing someone. It was nerve-

wracking and always left an uneasy feeling in my stomach.

The fact Cassidy never got to go and the way she asked then, | could tell she needed
the company.

“You don’ think it'd be weird?’ she asked, looking at me with disbelief. “1 mean, we
know each other, but I’m sure you’' d rather stay here.”

“Maybe,” | said, “but if | do, would you actually go on your own?" When she didn’t
say anything, | continued. “Y ou should at least see her before you go back on tour,” |
told her matter-of-factly. “When you do, I’ d be happy to join you.”

| couldn?

?2t believe what 1'd just said. Cemeteries gave me the creeps even before my folks
passed away. | wasn't one of those kids who walked around in the cemetery taking
pictures and hated when my folks took us there to visit some of our other relatives.

Still, if it would put Cassidy’ s mind at ease, then there was no way | couldn’t help.

She doesn’t have anyone else. She'd said so herself, and aside from her old friend



who was who-knows-where, | was the best thing she had.

“Think of it as a support group,” | said after giving it some thought.
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“You mean like one of those grief counselors?’ she asked, tilting her head to the side
so her eyes caught the afternoon

sunlight just right.

“Sort of, only our meeting will be in the cemetery. Y ou can talk to your mom, to me,
or not a al.” To be honest, it sounded kind of nice, just being able to sit with
someone and be present with my own thoughts. It wasn’t something | did very often
as most of the time those thoughts involved the shop and my pile of bills.

“You realy don’t mind?’

| offered her a partial shrug. “It’'s been nice having someone else around,” | said,
averting my gaze as heat brushed my cheeks.

“Especialy when she understands what you’re going through?’ she urged, placing a
hand on my knee.

“Exactly.”

“Could we go tomorrow during lunch?’ she asked, her voice wavering a bit.
“Only if you'reready,” | told her, placing my hand on hers.

“Y ou have plenty of time.”

“Time goes by fast in this business,” she said with a nervous laugh.



“It does,” | agreed, “but the offer still stands no matter if you want to go tomorrow or
months from now.”

“Thank you,” she said, leaning her head on my shoulder a moment later.

Smiling, | let myself be present with her, taking in the sweet scent of her shampoo
and the warmth of her body next to mine. Even if our meeting one another didn’t
amount to anything, it was still the happiest I’d been in months. If | could give her the
same in return, | would.

Chapter Nine

Weeks passed since Cassidy last spoke about her mother, and even though she visited
the store on a regular basis to hide out in the tower, it felt as though a wedge had
forced its way between us. She still had the same smile, the same soft voice, and
always brought me a coffee from Maggi€'s in the morning, but something was still
off.

When she spoke, there was an edge to her words, and whenever she managed to meet
my gaze, she looked away soon after. It wasn't in that shy, | like you kind of way,
either.

No. It was almost as though she was guarding herself, slowly pushing away from me
to avoid discomfort later on. | used to do the same thing, so | honestly couldn’t blame
her.

Even so, it hurt seeing her with her eyes down and very few words shared between
us.

“l finally did it,” she said one morning after handing me my coffee. “The storage
from my mom’ s house is empty.”



| looked at her, unsure of what to say. Was she pleased to have the weight off her
shoulders? Or was she like me and regretted getting rid of some of her mother’s
thingsin the first place?

“It's surreal,” she said, oblivious to my thoughts. “I knew it would take time, but |
sort of pushed it from my mind and simply went through the motions. | can’t
remember where | dropped half the stuff off, but it's empty.” Her voice was tight and
hard to read.

Definitely not a happy occasion. “I’m sure her things went to those who needed them
most,” | assured her. “I remember sorting through everything before giving them
away. | don't remember all that much aside from how hard it was to sort through
someone else’slife.”

She offered me a curt nod. “It’s strange. In the end, all our lives come down to are an
assortment of boxes, packaging tape, and bubble wrap.”

“And those who are still around to remember us,” | added, forcing asmile.

“I"'m sorry if I’ve been distant,” she apologized, her brows furrowing the slightest hit.
“I was stuck in my own head.”

“It's okay. | figured it was something like that and | didn’t want to bother you in case
it was something you had to do it on your own.”

“Thank you for that. Thing is, | still can't bring myself to visit her by myself. It
shouldn’t be that hard but...” She blew out afrustrated breath. “It’s not that | need to
go, but—"

“You don’t have to explain,” | told her, walking around to her side of the counter so |
could take her hand in mine. It was something I’ d done before, only this time, instead



of easing her mind, it only seemed to make matters worse.

Her body tensed, and after gently pulling her hand away from mine, she played with
the top of her coffee cup. It was easy to see she didn’t want me to notice, but | knew
what it felt like when someone blew me off, which was exactly what she was doing.
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“My offer from before still stands,” | told her, forcing back the tension in my throat
as | turned away, tidying up behind the counter once I did. “Everyone can use a
friend,” | told her when she didn’t say anything. “And even though | might not be the
friend you' d like to take with you, I’m not about to et you go on your own when you
could use the company. Heck, | could just drive you over there and sit in the car until
you' re done, whatever you like.”

“Could we go during lunch?’ she asked hopefully, passing me a small smile as she
continued to fidget with the tab on the top of her coffee lid.

| glanced outside and checked the time. With less than an hour to go until lunch,
closing up early wouldn’t hurt. “We can go right now,” | told her, walking over to the
door so | could lock up.

“Oh no, you don’t have... okay, maybe you do.”

“Getting up the courage to see my dad took me a lot longer than | anticipated,” | told
her, turning off the store lights before gathering my things. “If | put it off longer than
| did, | probably never would’ ve gone.”

“Rip it off like abandage.”

“Pretty much,” | said, walking with her to the back of the store. | paused just inside
the doorway, turning to her before speaking again. “It gets easier,” | promised.

“Maybe not today or tomorrow, but it does get easier.”

“Are you trying to convince me or yourself?’ she asked, her smile from before fading



under her worried gaze.

“A little bit of both | guess. | might not visit him that often, but thinking about my
dad now is easier than it was before.

Just take it one day at a time. Think of it like those boxes you unpacked. You go
through one box at a time, sort through all of the memories, then keep the ones you
want most.”

“Like your dad’'s shop.”

“It's full of memories,” | admitted, waving my hand at the space around us, “and
while my sister still doesn’'t like me keeping it around, those memories are what
comfort me the most.”

Cassidy took a steadying breath, then faced the door, steeling herself for whatever
wasto come. “Let’sgo.”

The Belview Cemetery was on the far side of town and one of the only ones around.
It'"d been ages since I’d gone and | couldn’t imagine how long it had been for my
sister. We honestly didn’t talk about it so | never thought to ask.

Looking at Cassidy with her hands held tightly in her lap, | had a feeling she'd be
much of the same. Then again, she was probably nervous for a completely different
reason.

“1t should be quiet seeing as it’s the middle of the week,” | said, resisting the urge to
tap my fingers on the steering wheel to release some of the nerves that had managed

to bunch in my stomach.

She nodded and watched out her window, her reflection a mix of confusion and



concern. Her eyes were focused on something | couldn’t see, and when she took a
deep breath, | couldn’t help doing the same.

“It'll befine,” | assured her. “And if you want, we can do a slow drive-by. Whatever
makes you happy.” It was probably silly for two adults to be so unsett

led in a cemetery, but | never believed in visiting a resting place in order to be closer
to the ones | lost. Even so, if she wanted to stay and needed the company, I’ d stay for
as long as she needed me to.

She looked at me and chewed her bottom lip, digging under her fingernail when she
couldn’t come up with something to say.

“Do you know where it is?’ | hedged, slowing the car as we pulled into the driveway
leading all around the cemetery.

She cleared her throat, then pointed down the way. “It should be all the way at the
end. | wasn't picky so long as they buried her under the shade of atree.”

| smiled at that and kept driving, gripping the steering wheel when we passed by the
row my father was in. | really wasn't a fan of cemeteries and it wasn't because of
their purpose, either. They’'d always unsettled me even as a kid. My sister, on the
other hand, loved them in her teens because that’s about the only thing she ever took
pictures of. Beautiful black and white pictures.

“There,” Cassidy said, pulling me from my thoughts. “Oh, it's rather small.” She
frowned at the short tree the groundskeepers planted next to it.

“It'll grow,” | offered, parking the car off to the side of the row before cutting the
engine.



She made a sound of approval, removed her seatbelt, and then... nothing. She simply
sat there and stared at her mother’s gravestone. It was a lovely red granite with arose
engraved above her name. The details were ones I'd expect. Loving mother and
friend. That'sal it said, and in the end, it didn’t need more than that.

“1 can go with you,” | said, reaching to unbuckle my seatbelt.

“No,” she said, placing her hand on mine which was a lot colder than her own. “I can
see her from here.”

Glancing around the cemetery, there wasn’t a soul in sight.

So if she really wanted to get out, she could do so without anyone recognizing her.
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“Are you sure?’ | asked, turning my hand pam-side up before taking her hand in

mine. “No on€e' s around, so—"

“I'm fine.” Her face flushed, and when she averted her gaze, | knew the words were
because of her nervesinstead of me. “Sorry.”

“It's okay. Take al the time you need.”

Starting the car, | put the music on low in case she needed something to calm her
mind. It worked. Her hand eased under my touch, her shoulders relaxing once she
released a long breath, one of which she' d probably been holding back since we first
arrived.

“Isthis okay?’ | asked, referring to the song I’ d turned on.

It was mostly instrumental with a handful of vocals, but nothing too sad or crazy.

“Yes, thank you.”

“S0, this is going to sound strange, but | have to ask... does being a songwriter and
singer make you appreciate other music more or less?’

She looked at me and laughed. “Just because | sing, that doesn't mean I’ve lost the
enjoyment from listening to someone else. To be honest, | get tired of listening to my
own music, but | kind of have to in order to find any issues with the track before it
gets shipped.”



“1 can understand that. | mean, we all get tired of listening to the same song over and
over again eventually, so | can only imagine what it must be like when that music is
your own.”

“My big issueisthat | can aways improve, you know? | eventually have to settle on
my music being just good enough,

but there’' s always something | could nitpick if | really wanted to.”

“You're a perfectionist and good at your craft. I’d expect no less. I'm glad you get to
enjoy other music, though.”

“It inspires me,” she said, looking past me at her mother’s gravestone. “New lyrics
pop into my head all the time when I’'m listening to someone else. They almost never
make sense and don't really go well together, but | write them down anyway just in
case | can use afew of the words in afuture piece.”

“l know we all listen to music to get an emotiona high, to relax, or let go, but how
doesit feel to sing?’

She released a contented sigh and leaned back in the passenger seat. The look she got
on her face just then was amost angelic. “Truthfully? If humans could fly, it'd
probably feel a lot like that. When | hit those high notes and really push it out,
nothing comes close to the way it feels. There' s a sadness there, of course, especially
with afew of my older songs, but it’s usually a good feeling.”

“And if it isn't?’ If the song had the reverse effect while she was on tour, what did
she do?

“If the song’'s too overwhelming or if | can't get out of my own head, | thank the
crowd, get adrink of water, then take a short break. By the time | get back on stage,



the gunk in my head's no longer there.” She offered me a partial shrug, then undid
her seatbelt. “The best thing | can do when it gets really bad is to push through it
because, like it or not, the feeling is always temporary. Just like right now.”

With that, she opened her door and walked to my side of the car.

“Would you like some company?’ | asked once | rolled down my window.

“I"d love some.”

Chapter Ten

Cass' spirit improved the moment we walked into the shop.

Mine, on the other hand, was a different matter entirely. My stomach churned and my
heart ached at the thought of her going on tour again. I’d known about it from the
very start, and yet, I'd grown attached. As much as | didn't want to admit it, her
amost-daily visits had become a part of my routine, one of which | looked forward to
every single day.

The entire time my sister’s told me to get laid, al | needed was a friend. | needed
someone to talk to, someone who'd always have my back if | ever needed the
support. Someone like Cassidy.

It wasn’'t just our loss that made her easy to talk to. She was understanding, kind, and
seemed as interested in my life as | wasin hers. She didn’t act like a big-name celeb
at all, not that | ever met any of them, but she didn't fit the image. Sure, she
concealed herself the best she could whenever we went out to eat, but once we were
back in the shop or up in the tower, she was just like everyone else.

She had dreams, aspirations, and a great deal of stress pressing down on her. She



didn't talk about it, but | could tell the upcoming tour worried her, especially
considering how her manager treated her. Instead of being her friend or working for
her like I’ d imagined, he was demanding, impatient, and rude.

Some of the texts he’d sent her while we were out to see her mom were above and
beyond the worst I'd ever seen. He sounded like an angry ex-boyfriend instead of the
manager he was supposed to be.

“1 should probably go,” Cassidy said as we neared the front of the shop. She had her
phonein front of her, her fingerstightly gripping the device.

“1f you ever decided to change managers, would it interrupt your touring schedule?’ |
asked, curious as to why she kept him around.
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“1t might cause a small hiccup, but it wouldn't interrupt the shows. Those are already
scheduled and completely planned out. But anything having to do with the promotion
and such like that... that might not be as effective asit is now.”

“With a manager who treats you like a child more than anything else?’ | asked,
gesturing at her phone. “1 get it. He discovered you when you were young, but you're
agrown woman now and—"

“Don’'t,” she said, her voice clipped at the end. “Please.

Let’ s just enjoy the rest of the day. | know you aren’t fond of him, and sure, he gets
on my case sometimes, but heisn’t the villain you make him out to be.”

“| never said—"

“You didn't have to.” She released a shaky breath and shoved the phone back in her
pocket. Once she did, she took my hands in hers and held them between us. “I love
that you’ re looking out for me, | truly do, but right now what | really want is afriend
to sit and be with me, even in silence.”

| squeezed her hands tight and smiled when she squeezed back. “That’s something |
can definitely do. Just let me get things situated down here, then I’ll come up.”

She looked from me, my hands, at the front doors, then back at me again. “Y ou really
need to get back to work.” She didn’t sound convinced, but then neither was|.

| didn’t move. “I’ [l put a note on the door and—"



“Turning customers away?’ She tilted her head to the side and gave me a half-smile.
“That doesn’t sound like the Evie | know.”

It wasn't. It wasn't like me at all. “Today’ s different.”
“And tomorrow will be better,” she promised, referring to everything she’'d faced
today. “We can have lunch in the tower tomorrow, but you really should open the

store.”

She was right, of course, and as much as | wanted to hide out in the tower with her, |
let her go, unlocking the front doors as she headed toward the back of the shop.

Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough.

As promised, Cassidy dropped by first thing in the morning.

She’ d been visiting the shop so much, it was almost like a second home for her. Most
days, she'd park out back, let herself in, then slowly gather her things upstairs.
Today, however, was different. Today, not only did she bring me a muffin from
Maggi€'s, but she’'d ditched all of her extralayers aswell.

There was no hat, no scarf, and nothing to hide her face.

She’'d walked into the shop as the Cassidy I'd grown to know and love, the one who
spent lunch with me in the afternoons and simply let herself go. The same one |
wished more than anything could stay in town a little while longer. The one |
considered my friend.

“What?" she asked with a shy smile, tilting her head to the side.

“You. Your hair...” | released a breath. “It’ s beautiful.”



Without all of her extra layers to hold it back, her red tresses cascaded down to the
middle of her back. It wasn't frizzy or windswept at all. It was... perfect.

“You helped me realize something yesterday,” she said, taking off her coat before
draping it over one arm. “My mother never would’ ve approved of me walking around
the way |’ ve been, hiding myself like I’ m ashamed.”

“You have

your reasons,” | said, walking around the counter to join her. It wasn't quite
lunchtime so | couldn’t close the shop, but that didn’t mean | couldn’t listen.

“Not any good ones,” she admitted, chewing her bottom lip a moment later. “She
never understood why | went into this business if | couldn’t be myself. That includes
acting the way I’ ve been.”

“Everyone needs time to mourn,” | told her, gesturing over to the sofas in the lounge
so we could sit down. “That’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“And yet I'm hiding it from my fans. They don’'t want to hear about this. They just
expect meto sing.”

| was shaking my head before she could finish. “I don’'t see you like that. You're
human. Having the support of your fansisjust asimportant as anything else.”

“My manager doesn’t think so,” she said, refusing to look at me. “He convinced me
to keep things quiet. He knows how much | need my time alone but—"

“You don’t think he's playing on that abit?’ Not letting her fans see her like this was
ridiculous. “No one's a superhero.
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We dl havefeelings. We al fall on hard times.”

“Yeah, because being a celebrity is so hard,” she said, the venom in her voice
catching me off guard.

“Money isn't everything,” | told her, taking her hand in mine. “If it was, | would've
given up on this place along time ago.”

“But you're different. You're holding on to precious memories and the kind of magic
I’d do anything to give with my music.”

“You can,” | told her, “but only if you get out of your own way. |’ ve heard you play
your guitar and listened to the excitement in your voice whenever you talk about your
craft.

That passion is still there and will always be there, but if you keep holding back like
this, then that magic you mentioned will stay just out of reach. You need to be honest
with yourself and stop letting your manager say what is or isn’t good for your public
image. Don't think about the upcoming tour or having to explain your time away.
What do you want?’

“1...” Shewet her lips and averted her gaze.

“You've never asked yourself that, have you?’ When she shook her head, |
continued. “There' s areason you became amusician.”

“I’m good at it,” she said, her voice so low | barely heard her.



“And I’'m sure you' re good at a bunch of other things, so why sing?’ | took her hands
in mine and gave them a squeeze, releasing a sigh of relief when she finally met my

eyes.

“Because when you’ re on stage, you can fly.” It was

something she’'d said back at the cemetery. “Music runs through you. Sure, the fans
are another side of it, but you need to trust them. Trust that they won't turn their
backs on you just because you show a bit of emotion. Music's al about emotion,
anyway. Let them in. Share your sense of loss with them.

Relate to them.”

“Likel did with you?’ she asked with asmall smile.

“Maybe not on a persona level, but yeah. You told me you started singing before
your friend passed away. That’s your origin story and one | never would' ve known if
you hadn’t accidentally dropped off her journals with me.”

“l don’t know...”

“You don’'t need to tell them what happened,” | assured her,

“but if you open up atiny bit and share where you came from, I’'m sure the fans
would love you for it.”

“1 actually have something I’ ve been working on,” she said, her voice shaking at the
end. “It's sad and rough around the edges, but... do you think | could test it on you?
My manager will never get it, and I'll probably never play it for anyone else, but,
well...” She exhaled hard, then tried again. “1’d love for you to hear it.”



“I"d be honored.”

Cassidy’s music slowly made its way through the store, the new melody reminding
me of some of her earlier work. With lunch still an hour away, my heart ached to join
her, to hold her hand and be there for her. Instead, | dove into my work, fully focused
on finishing up the inventory on time.

Her words, or at least the sound of them, reached straight down to my soul. The
haunting yet beautiful melody gave me the same emotional outlet her music had
offered so many times before. Diving into a good book didn’t come close to listening
to her earlier work.

Now was no different.

Standing in front of the computer, | did my best to get the store in order, forcing back
the tears that happened to burn at my eyes. The black text on the monitor blurred, the
words

distorted as Cassidy’s music gently took me in its arms, embracing me. It was then |
wondered how long it took for her to write the song about the friend she lost. How

long did it take for her to sing it without missing a note?

| could only imagine how hard it must’ve been to play the song in front of a crowd
while letting down her guard long enough to do so.

She swore the fans would never accept her new story, but she was wrong. Her earlier
work was what made her famous.

It was also full of emotion and some of the most cathartic music I'd ever listened to.

If Bridget were around, she would’ ve agreed.



The more time | spent around Cass, the more | wanted to let Bridget in on our secret.
It's not my place. Until Cassidy said otherwise, her identity along with her
whereabouts were stuck with me.
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Reaching for atissue under the front counter, | dabbed at my eyes so | could continue
my work. It wasn't until | got down to the last page of the new inventory when |
realized Cassidy’s music had stopped. Worried the lyrics had overwhelmed her, |
turned for the middle of the store, making my way toward the tower.

Cassidy met me at the foot of the stairs. “1 was wondering where you were,” she said,
her face flushed and her voice lighter than | expected. “It’s almost one.”

Really? Surprised, | turned around to check the clock behind the front counter. “Huh,
soitis. I’'m sorry. | got wrapped up in my own head again while doing the inventory.

It's a bunch of numbers and brainless stuff, so | tend to zone out when | do it.” Aside
from listening to her music, of course.

She crossed her arms over her chest and passed me a knowing smile. “Y our eyes are
red.”

| released a small laugh and waved her look of concern away. “Music does that to me
sometimes. It’s as beautiful on your tapes asit isin person.”

She blushed at that, averting her gaze in the most adorable way. “Thanks,” she
managed, her voice squeaking at the end.

The way she stood in front of me then with her head tilted to one side, | couldn’t tell
if she was trying to hide herself or if it was another part of her charm. Her hair
shielded her eyes from view, but when she spoke again, her words were just as
endearing as before.



“Does this mean you need to skip lunch?’ she asked, offering me a sly grin once she
looked at me again.

“1t’ sjust one more page, which | can easily finish after we eat.”
Had | realized what time it was, | would’ ve stopped as soon as | was able. Instead, |
let my mind drift, completely neglecting the task at hand in exchange for Cassidy’s

music and the emotions I’ d kept bottled up inside for far too long.

“You want a burger this time?’ Cassidy asked, reaching behind the front counter to
grab her coat.

| considered her question a moment, then smiled. “A burger sounds great.” 1'd
already had three salads this week. A little comfort food wouldn’t hurt.

“Be back in five.”
She waved back at me, not waiting for an answer. Stunned, | watched her walk out
the front door as the Cassidy I'd come to know instead of the one who'd hid under a

million layers.

My stomach bunched with nerves as she walked out of view, a smile playing on my
lips as my chest filled with warmth.

“Shedid it. “Shereadlly did it.

Alone in the front lounge, my fingers itched to touch her, my feet begging me to run
after her just in case she needed a

human shield. | should’'ve gone with her, but then maybe that's why she left as
quickly as she did. Soon, her life would revolve around the interactions she had with



her fans, on stage that is. She rarely took interviews and thinking back on what she'd
said, she almost never went out until she had a hat and sunglasses to hide her face.

My breath hung in the back of my throat, never leaving my lips as | anticipated her
return.

She didn’t take long, and as soon as | spotted her up the street, | opened the front door
in case she needed to make a hasty retreat.

To her credit, she stopped to sign someone’s paper, talking as she did, before finally
returning to the shop.

Once she was back inside with the doors locked, | spoke.

“You know they’ll come looking for you,” | told her, making sure everything was
saved on the computer before shutting it down. “They saw you comein here.”

She shrugged, then placed our bag of food on the front counter so she could take off
her coat. “ That’s okay, right?

Because | thought it would be nice to have some foot traffic inside the shop again.
Y ou know, like old times.”

Like when we were kids. She hadn’'t said as much but it was implied. She was trying
to help the shop. She’ d gone out there without any cover... for me.

She went on when | didn’t say anything, grabbing our food as she did. “1’ ve seen how
hard you work and how much you'’ ve struggled. It takes everything you have just to

keep the lights on.”

“It's been easier,” | admitted, “but | don’t think folks coming into the shop looking



for you is going to be much help.” If anything, it would just mean more potential
customers leaving without a single book.

“Trust me,” she said with a hint of excitement in her voice, quickly making her way
toward the spiral staircase. “I have aplan.”
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Chapter Eleven

Sitting across from me on the floor with her legs crossed, Cassidy slowly picked
through her lunch, talking as she did.

“If you could change one thing about the store, what would it be?’ she asked,
gesturing at the space between us.

Why? | wondered. What’ s wrong with the shop?

Before | could form aresponse, she continued. “If | could go back to when | first got
into music, | think I’d change how I interacted with my fans. It was fun and a total
blast that first year, but then | sort of got overwhelmed. It makes it hard to go back to
that.”

“Then why leave the shop the way you did today?’ If the idea of being that open with
her fans made her uncomfortable, why do it in the first place?

“Because you're right. Music’s all about opening up and sharing the story behind it.
I’ ve let folks specul ate the meaning behind my music for years, never correcting them
because...

well, because Laura was my secret. In the beginning, | didn't want to talk about her
because it was too hard. It still isif I’'m being completely honest with myself. But

she's my reason for getting into music in thefirst place. If it wasn’t for her—"

“You'd dtill sing,” | said, taking her hand in mine. “Maybe not on stage or in front of



acrowd, but you'd still have your guitar and you' d still sing.”

“Y ou sound so sure of yourself.”

“That’ s because | am. Books are my thing. | might not write them, but | can’t imagine
living my life without them. For you, | bet music’s the same way. The thing you need
to remember is your why. What were you striving for in the beginning? Who did you
sing for?’

“No one,” she said, dropping her gaze. “I sang for myself and for someone who
couldn’t hear the words.” She shook her head at that. “| guess | sang because it made
me feel closer to

her. When someone heard me for the first time and expressed their interest in it, |
thought it would keep her memory alive.”

“And now?’ | hedged, scooting over next to her when her words clipped at the end.

“I’ve played it so often, it’slost all meaning.”

“Which is why you need to share it with them,” | explained, repeating what |'d said
earlier. “It might not make that much of a difference for them, but it will for you.
Somewhere down the line, you lost your identity. You might not see it, but after
spending these last few weeks with you, it’s plain as day.

When you play in the tower, you' re free to be yourself. But when you're out there...”
| released a long breath and shook my head. “I don’t know because I’ ve never seen
you on tour, but seeing the way you talk about it, you don’t sound as happy about that
as you've been up here.”

She nodded as | spoke. “It’s partially true. | don’t want to admit it but coming home



to take care of my mom’s stuff was sort of a blessing. | love performing and will do
almost anything for the fans, but | also needed a break.”

“Burnout,” | said, offering her a partial shrug. “Everyone goes through it.”

“Yeah, but a part of me feelslike I’m not allowed to take time off, you know?”’

“Areyou kidding? Look at some the other singers out there.

Some of them haven't had a new album in over a decade.

Their fans are still willing to wait for it. Your true fans will always be there, even if
you need to step away for alittle while.”

“Don’t tell my manager that,” she said with a nervous laugh. “He'd throw afit.”

| didn’'t doubt it. “It’s one thing to want to keep everyone else happy and something
else entirely when you lose your love of music.”

“l still loveit,” she argued, her shoulders bunching up as she did.

“But it could be better.”

That time, she didn’'t say anything. As silence fell between us, | worried I’d done
something wrong. It wouldn’t have been the first time I’ d overstepped, but even as |
considered what to say, Cass |eaned her head on my shoulder and spoke.

“1’m not sure how to bring it up with him.”

“So don't.” When she lifted her head to meet my gaze, | continued. “Let it be a
surprise for everyone. When you get up on stage to play her song, tell your fans



there’ s something you need to say, something important. Once you do, go from there,
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Thefanswon’t mind. In fact, | bet it will make them enjoy the song that much more.”
“And my manager?’
“You can’t put agenie back in its bottle once you let it out,”

| said matter-of-factly. “If he's against it, so what? The fans will know, and you'll
gain somerelief by sharing it.”

“You know, if this shop doesn’'t work out, you'd make a wonderful therapist,” she
teased, leaning into me.

| forced a smile. “I blame it on all the books | read. It’s just like the hero’s journey.
Y ou started on this quest, made a few friends along the way, and now you'’ ve reached
that pivotal moment where a big decision has to be made.”

“S0o you're the wise man | come across in the desert?”

“Pretty much, but it isn't like I'm telling you something you don’t already know.
That' s the beauty of the hero’sjourney.

I’m simply agreeing with you.”

“Is there a fortune teller | can talk to first?” She bumped shoulders with me and
laughed. “Thank you.”

“What for?”



“For being my wise man and...” She blew out a long breath and looked right at me.
There was a light shine to her eyes, and when she pressed her forehead to mine, my
heart skipped a beat. “For being afriend.”

For a brief moment, | thought she might turn away. | thought she'd take the words
back, pull away, then run out the door. She didn't move, and as we hovered on the
very thin edge between friends and something more, | did the one thing I'd been
wanting to do ever since she first walked through my door.

| kissed her. It was light and barely there, and | hoped | hadn’t read her wrong. She
pushed her lunch to the side, her body stiff against mine. Seconds passed, a minute,
possibly more. All the while, | couldn’t breathe. | didn’t take a single breath, fearing
it'"d push her away.

The feel of her fingertips on the nape of my neck reached my subconscious first, soon
followed by a small puff of air as it escaped her parted lips, warm against mine. My
heart faltered and stopped, starting up again as she leaned in, a short breath away.

Fire surged under my skin as nerves bunched in my stomach. Wrapping my arms
around her, | left enough room for her to get away. | knew how | felt about her, but |
had no idea how she felt about me. No one knew or had ever seen her in a
relationship, so if thiswaswrong, if | was wrong, then—

Her lips touched mine, silencing my thoughts. In one fleeting moment, | leaned in,
delighting in the feel of her fingersin my hair.

The air rushed from my lungs, my heart hammering in my chest as the room swirled
around us in wide circles. She was kissing me. Cassidy Blake was kissing me. Not the
singer or songwriter, but the woman I'd spent my days with, reminisced with, and
shared books with. The kind of woman | could see spending the rest of my life with.



My heart skipped at that, but even as | tried to push the thought back, it continued to
bombard my mind.

But she' s going on tour soon, a small voice in the back of my head murmured.

| didn’'t care, and as time slowly jumped back into motion, | lost myself under her
touch and the sweet taste of her lips.

When we finally separated, we were both breathless, and Cassidy’s hair was frizzier
than before.

| touched my fingers to my lips, the warm skin still tingling where her lips had been.
“That was—"

“Something I’ ve wanted to do for avery long time,” she finished for me, her cheeks
darkening with color.

“But won't it complicate things?’ | asked, unable to hold the words back even if I'd
tried.

“No more complicated than it’'s already been,” she said, her words just as sweet and
kind as before.

“But your tour,” | argued, not sure what to say.

“Isn’'t happening for a few more weeks.” That time her smile didn’'t reach her eyes.
“Don’t ruin this,” she begged, taking my handsin hers. “Let’ s just be p

resent for alittle while longer.”

Nodding, | met her in akiss that was just as hungry and aggressive as before. As our



meals turned cold, we lay in the tower, losing ourselves in each other’s company and
the time we had |eft together.
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“How come you didn’t tell me you had Cassidy Blake in your store?’

I’d barely walked through my apartment door when the phone rang. Man, news gets
around fast. As promised, the moment | opened the shop after lunch, a line was
waiting for us. Or, more specifically, for Cassidy. The entire afternoon was a
complete blur, starting with that kiss and finally stopping once | locked the front
door.

No doubt someone put out an aert online as soon as they saw Cassidy in my store. As
much as | appreciated the added foot traffic, those who walked into my shop were
there because of her instead of me. | assured myself it was okay, that having her fans
in the shop would be fine until she went on tour, but to be honest, | was kind of
jealous.

Maybe it was that kiss, or maybe it was how the afternoon started. Regardless of the
reason, everyone who walked

through those doors took minutes away from me being with her. It was a stupid way
to look at it and made me sound like a complete twelve-year-old, but | couldn’t help
it. I'd lost myself in Cassidy’sarms, |’ d tasted her lips, and | wanted more.

So much more. More than time was willing to give.

“Are you even listening to me?’ my sister wailed on the other side of the line. “Why
didn’t you say anything?’

“Because it wasn't my place,” | replied, setting my purse on the kitchen counter.



“How long have you known she wasin town?’

“Sincethejournals.”

“The journals?” And that’s when it clicked. “She’s the mystery woman?’ Bridget
practically screamed in my ear.

“That’'s okay, | didn't need that eardrum anyway,” | said, holding the phone away
from my ear a second too late.

“Oh, comeon. | wasn't that loud.”

| laughed. “Y ou kind of were.”

“S0000... what's she like?” She didn’t ask in that fangirl sort of way. She asked as
though she already knew Cassidy and | were together.

Are we together? | honestly wasn't sure. My heart certainly thought we were, but it
was just a kiss. A bunch of them. Not to mention the hour or so we spent laying
together, running our hands through each other’ s hair as | stared into her eyes.

But that didn’t mean we were together, right?

Cassidy had asked me to enjoy the moment, so | did, and I’d continued to do so until
she either went on tour or | couldn’t stand the secrecy any longer.

I’d kept her identity and whereabouts a secret this long.

Throwing arelationship into the mix wouldn’t make one bit of difference.

Realizing my sister was still waiting for an answer, | said,



“She’'s human? | don’t know what you' re asking.”

“Come on, Evie, I'm not dumb. You've been sneaking around with her, haven't
you?’

My heart skipped at the accusation. “No. Not really.”

Maybe.

“Uh huh.” Shewasn’t convinced. “Is she as amazing in person?’

“She’s...” | released along breath and stared at the ceiling.

“Just like the rest of us.” She was flesh and bone, same as me.

She' s also sweset, kind, gentle—

“Okay, okay, | don't need a grocery list,” my sister said, laughing once | realized I'd
said those things aloud. “ So when did it happen? When did you finally kiss?’
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Damn, she was good. “ That’ s not any of your business.”
“Let’ssee... Extradefensive, nervous... it must’ ve been recent. Very recent.”
“1 hate how you do that.” She was the same exact way with my ex. In fact, if | didn’t
know any better, I'd say Bridget was a fortune teller. Maybe Cassidy should've
talked to her.
“1 can’t believe you kept this from me,” she whined.
“I'm sorry, | just—"
“No, | mean | can’t believeit. You suck at keeping secrets.
Y ou remember that one time we went out to get Dad a gift?
His birthday wasn't for another three weeks and you almost burst at the seams just so
you could tell him once we got home. So how did you manage this? You must’'ve
done something. Oh, were you sworn to secrecy? Maybe you had to sign one of those

non-disclosure agreements.”

“No, and | don’'t honestly think that’s how it works,” | said with alaugh, walking into
the living room so | could sit down.

“l don’'t know. | just saw how much she tried to hide herself that | didn’t risk saying
much of anything at al.”



“Because you like her.”

There was no point denying it. My sister knew me better than | did most of the time.
“I really do.”

“Have you told her?’

What kind of question was that? “ She knows.”

Bridget blew out afrustrated breath. “Evie...” | could almost imagine her rubbing her
forehead. “Just because a woman knows you like her, that doesn’t mean she wouldn’t
like to hear it. Ask me how | know.”

She did have the better track record when it came to dating.

Sure, her relationships may have been shorter than mine, but she definitely had the
experience.

“How do you even tell someone that?’ | was so used to showing my affection and

only getting to the | love you stage after my date did. “Besides, she'll be going on
tour soon, and

“Long distance relationships are athing,” my sister cut in.

“Y ou need to tell her, Evie. Sooner rather than later.”

“But we only just—"

“Don’t care. If you were willing to keep her a secret from me, then | know you like



her. You like-like her.” She laughed.
“You can’'t see me, but I’'m winking.”
“l figured,” | said, smiling as | did. “I’ll tell her the next time | see her.” It probably
wouldn’t be tomorrow. Once her manager got wind of this, he'd probably lock her

inside that tour bus of theirs.

“Be sure that you do. Stuff like this doesn’t come around that often, especially for
you.” There was the sister | knew and loved.

“Haha, very funny.”

“I’m serious. Don't let her go halfway across the country without telling her first. A
girl can get lonely on tour. So—"

“Lalala I’'m not listening.” | pretended to cover my ears.

“I'm just saying, if she has someone waiting for her back home, it'll give her
something to look forward to once she gets back. That's all.”



Page 32

Source Creation Date: July 13, 2025, 2:22 pm

If she even wants someone waiting for her back home. The way Cassidy spoke
earlier, it was hard to tell.

“Trust me,” Bridget said, pulling me from my thoughts. “I know what I’'m talking
about. You have a small window before she runs off to her fans. Make sure she has a
reason to come back.”

Nodding, | finished up my talk with Bridget, then hung up the phone and tossed it on
the table beside the couch. My sister was right, of course, but as much as | wanted to
tell Cassidy the way | felt, | feared how her manager might react once he realized
she’ d been hiding out in my shop this entire time.

Not wanting to get her into any trouble, | sent her a text that hopefully looked like it
came from afriend more than anything else.

“Making sure you got home okay. Call me when you're

ready.”

| hit send before | could second-guess myself. Once | did, | went back into the
kitchen to make something to eat even though the only thing | wanted right then was
her. | wanted to hear her voice, her laughter, and to feel her lips on mine. | wanted her

hands in my hair and our bodies pressed close together.

Most of all, | wanted to know if she was okay. Did she regret what happened today?
Would she come back?



Heart in my throat, | busied myself and did everything | could not to think of her.

It didn’t work, and as | turned down the covers for the night, | checked my phone one
last time before finally getting into bed.

Cassidy never answered.

Chapter Twelve

Cassidy was waiting for me when | arrived the next morning. Tucked away in her car,
she barely noticed me as | walked up the stretch of pavement between her car and the
back door. To say | didn’t expect to see her until later on was a huge understatement.
| figured she'd get stuck somewhere with her manager as he read over her rights as a
performer, where to go, and when to pick up his calls.

Needless to say, | was happy to see her. Thrilled, actualy.

Her manager must’ ve heard about her time in my shop by now, which meant one of
two things. She was here to say goodbye, or she'd talked her manager into some
strange contract, possibly with a curfew.

Granted, | didn’t know the guy, but the way Cassidy went on about him...

“Morning,” | said, gently tapping on her window.

“Listening to anything good?’ The beat thrumming inside her car was low but still
audible once she turned it down.

“Just an old mixtape | like to take out from time to time,”

she said, turning off the car before finally joining me in the parking lot. “Laura made



it for me. | had the tracks put on a CD and always have it on me in case of
emergencies.” She released a small laugh. “It gets me hyped up before a show,
among other things.”

“Power music,” | said with an approving nod, holding the back door open for her so

we could get out of the cold. “I have afew playlists like that. They change whenever
the mood strikes.”

“Not this one. This one has been my go-to since forever.”

“Did it help? The music this morning, | mean.”

She paused once we reached the front registers, leaning with her elbows on the
counter while | booted up the computer. “A little, but not as much as|I’d hoped.” She

deflated in front of me. “I think | may have jumped the shark yesterday.”

“Getting ahead of yourself?’ | asked, double-checking the cash before putting it in
the drawer.

She offered me a partial shrug, then turned so her back was pressed into the edge of
the counter. She took in a deep breath, admiring the wall of books on the opposite
side of the store.

“It was agood idea at the time.”

Her voice dropped at the end, and when she refused to like at me, | knew yesterday
was something she regret. Cassidy tensed, practically jumping out of her skin when |

closed up the register.

“Anything you want to talk about?’ | asked, keeping my voice level as to not startle



her.
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She took another breath, exhaling hard before finally facing me again. Her cheeks
were red, but not because of the cold air outside. “I may have said something stupid,”
she began, digging under her fingernails. “My manager, he... let's just say he wasn't
thrilled. That is until | told him it was all part of my plan before going back on the
road.”

Uh oh. That didn’t sound good. “And he believed it?
“Hardly,” she scoffed, shaking her head a second later.

“Apparently, warming up, as he cals it, should take place in a coffee shop or other
musical platform. Not a bookstore.”

| had to agree with him there. Maybe at one of the big chains, but here? | didn't even
sell CDs. “How did you get him to agree?’ He obviously bought it, or she wouldn’t
have been waiting for me as soon as | pulled up. Unless...

“Relax,” she said, her voice lighter than before. “I managed to calm the beast once |
told him how many people showed up.

Truth be told, | think he's relieved. The way |'ve been acting lately, distancing
myself and all of that, he probably wondered if | wanted to go back on tour at al. So
while he might not like my choice in venues, it's still a positive sign for the near
future.”

My heart didn’'t agree. There she was, standing right in front of me but still out of
reach. “It also wasn't planned,” | said, my tone harder than | intended. Did that mean



she’' d have to perform inside the shop again? What about her manager?

Would he be around as well?

| don’t mind having folks in my shop, but if yesterday was any indication, | wouldn’t
get much out of it. | got to hang around Cassidy, sure, but who paid the overhead
fees? Who covered the time it took for me to clean up the shop once everyone else
had gone?

“lI know it isn’t what you wanted,” she said, pulling me from my thoughts, “but at
least this way we get to see one another.”

| released a frustrated sigh and left it at that. | knew better than to get close to her, but
| did it anyway. Good going, Evie.

Cassidy came around to my side of the counter and hooked her thumbs in my belt
loops, giving them a tug until we were an inch apart. “This also means we get more
us time when no one elseis around.”

“Oh?’ | asked, swallowing back my nerves.

“Mmm-hmm.” She leaned in close, pressing her body to mine with our lips no more
than a breath apart. “Times like right now,” she went out, her eyes lidded as she met
mein afeverish kiss.

Running her hand through my hair, she kept the other one on the small of my back,
holding me close as she deegpened our kiss. My back arched, my body seeking out her
warmth as the smell of peaches and coconut filled the air.

| tried to argue, | tried to pull away, but my heart broke at the thought of putting any
amount of space between us. So there | stayed, her lips pressed to mine as my mind



drifted amillion miles away.

No longer in the shop, we sailed toward the horizon.

Cerulean blue waves graced my fingertips as she leaned me back over the edge of the
boat, my hair drifting on the water’s surface. Stranded in the ocean, the world was

ours. No one

could touch us. There were no distractions, no responsibilities, and no land. Just abig
wide ocean for us to explore together.

“What’' re you thinking?’ Her voice was faint under the sound of waves lapping at the
side of the boat. | almost didn’t hear her, and if not for the fact her lips were right
against my ear, | wouldn’t have.

“Nothing,” | lied, refusing to open my eyes so | could stay with her awhile longer.

“Then why don’t you open your eyes?’ she asked with a playful lilt in her voice.

| imagined her tilting her head to the side in that cute sort of way and smiled.
“Because as soon as | do, this ends.”

“What ends?’ She didn’t step away. She never let me go, remaining present with me
as | admired her beauty and closeness from afar.

“This,” | said, holding on to the collar of her blouse when she went to pull away.

“Nothing’s ending,” she said, her voice light and comforting as | leaned into her
embrace. “In fact, I’d say it’s more of abeginning.”

My heart jumped at that, stopping completely when | opened my eyes. She looked



right at me, her smile just as warm and encouraging as before. “ But your music—"

“Might complicate things for a little while, yes, but | realized something last night.”
She gestured at the sofas in the lounge where we could sit down.

Checking the clock and knowing we had a few extra minutes to kill, | joined her
without hesitation. Once | did, she continued.
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“My manager was waiting for me when | got back to where I’'m staying,” she said,
clasping her hands between her knees.

“1 can’t say he was thrilled, but the entire time he argued with me, al | could think
about was never getting to come here again. Never getting to play in the tower. Never
getting to

come here after Maggi€'s, and this,” she said, taking my hand in hers.

“l could lose all of those things, but not this. | know it's silly for me to get involved
so close to my tour, and | tried to fight my way out of it, but | can’t help it. You're the
first person since Laurathat’s ever accepted me as | am. Not because of fame or my
music, but because of me. It s unexpected, and honestly? It s a breath of fresh air.”

She got quiet then, tensing when | arched my thumb over the back of her hand. “I’'ve
never told anyone this,” she said with a nervous laugh, “not even my own mother.
I’m sure she had her suspicions, but that was the thing about my mom that | loved
most. She never pushed, not unless she knew it was in my best interest. She pushed
hard after Laura passed away.

Once she realized | had a heart for music and what drove me to my passion, she used
it to fuel me, even if, at thetime, | didn’t want to.”

Looking at our hands with our fingers locked together, | smiled. “I’m sure she knew.”
Asfar as celebs were concerned, Cassidy wasn't terribly open about her relationships.
However, sitting in my shop, | could already see what she was struggling to say.
“Have you ever—"



“Never,” she said, cutting me off. “I’ve never been with anyone. Not serious,
anyway. I've... experimented?’ She frowned, then shook her head. “I don’t mean it
like that. 1 guess explored would sound better. God, | sound like a total ass right

now.

| smiled and kissed the back of her hand. “Y ou sound nervous,” | told her, “which is
totally normal. To be honest, | haven't done much in way of dating, either. Not
recently, anyway. I’ ve tried, but things always seem to just—"

“Fall apart?’ she offered, giving me a knowing smile. “I can relate. Being on tour,
I’ ve never been able to hold on to anything for very long.”

“But you' re okay with this?” With us? | kept the last bit to myself, my throat closing
inon itself.

“This feels different,” she said, leaning against the back of the sofa before meeting
me in alazy kiss. She caressed my face and pushed the hair from in front of my eyes,
smiling as she did. “You remind me of her. She had such a fiery spirit. | envied her.
Even after her diagnosis and all of the tests, she never stopped smiling. | knew she
did it for me, but she was my first crush. | never... | didn’t realize she felt the same
way until her mom gave me those journals.”

My heart dipped into the pit of my stomach.

“She wrote everything down,” Cassidy explained, her eyes growing distant. “What |
was wearing on any given day, what song | sang for her, the way we danced at prom
even though she was ailmost too sick to stand. It’s al inside those journals.”

“Which iswhy you wanted to keep

them,” | said with a nod.



“But then why were they with your mom?”’

“Being on tour as much as | am, things tend to get misplaced. If | ever lost them, if |
ever lost the last part of her | have, | don't think 1'd ever sing again. | turn to those
entries when things are hard. | have them photocopied and saved on my laptop, but
nothing can ever offer me the same comfort as those originals.”

My heart went out t her. Not only because of the good friend she'd lost but also
because of the secret she’ d been carrying with her for so long.

“Does your manager know?’ | asked, immediately wishing | hadn’t.

Cassidy’ s face paled, and when she looked at me again, she looked right through me.
Past me. “ There are some things that need to remain private around him. | trust him
as a business partner, nothing more.”

| nodded my understanding. “Then how do you want this to work?” Meaning us. If
she was on tour as often as she claimed and her manager didn’'t know about us, how
much time would | get with her once she was home? If she comes home.

She only came back to take care of her mother’s things. If not for that, would she
have stopped in town at all?

“Carefully,” Cassidy said after giving it some thought. “I’ll tell him just... not yet.
He's been trying to get me on someone’'s arm for years. He claims it would be great

for publicity, among other things.”

Yeah, like live interviews. | wrinkled my nose at that, already sensing Cassidy’s
disgust.

“1 don’t mean to put you in such an awkward position,” she said, leaning into me.



“But you kind of have.” Not only for me but for the shop as well.

“1 know, and I’'m sorry. Just give me afew weeks to play things by ear.”

“By then you'll be on tour.” That time there was no escaping the hurt in my voice. |
cared for her, | really did. | could see where she was coming from, but unlike me, she
could leave once things got out of hand. I, on the other hand, had nowhere else to go.

The shop was my life, and now with Cassidy in it, I'd always be able to relive my
memories of her. The last thing | wanted was for those memories to be full of anger
and regret.
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Anger at her for stringing me along and hatred toward myself for ever letting things
get asfar asthey did.

But no matter how much | tried to warn myself, no matter how much | wanted to
keep up my guard, those walls came crashing down as soon as she took me in her
arms. | wasn't one to take risks. | hated them, actually, but if keeping things quiet
meant | get to spend a few more weeks with her, then I’ d do exactly that.

“Okay,” | finadly said, wincing when my voice cracked. “I won't say anything, but
my sister might’ ve already guessed.”

“Just so long as we aren’t talking about newspapers and reporters, we should be fine.”

“Sheisn’t into either of those things and knows when to keep things quiet.” | was the
one with the big mouth, not her.

Cassidy took a deep breath and snuggled against me, eying the clock before holding
me close again. “ Stay with me awhile longer.”

She didn’'t have to ask twice, and as patrons gathered on the sidewalk, | let them wait
afew more minutes just so | could be alone with her.

Chapter Thirteen
Ever since | opened the shop earlier this morning, it'd been a swirl of activity. From

Cassidy playing in front of a crowd in the lounge to a handful of new customers
happily browsing the children’s section, | had my hands full just trying to keep up



with everything. The excitement, however, only lasted so long.

Cassidy remained positive, on the outside that is. Degp down, | knew her mind was
focused on the road ahead, her upcoming tour, and where we went after the fact. She
didn't say as much, but whenever she risked a glace my way, she immediately
averted her gaze, concentrating on her music instead.

Perhaps it was because she didn’t want to get caught.

Perhaps it was because she didn't want her fans to come to the same conclusion
Bridget had. My stomach churned, the twinge of anxiety causing my heart to skip. |
should’ve been happy, thrilled that she shared my feelings. To be honest, it scared
me.

| wasn't exactly the type of person to run away from commitment, but when it came
to Cassidy and her line of work, | wasn’t so sure.

Scanning one of the books for a customer as Cassidy’s voice rang out in the
background, auto-pilot set in. | went through the motions and | heard her words, but
my mind was far away. It drifted back to our time in the tower, with the afternoon sun
shining on her face. Her eyes filled with hope as she met my gaze from across the
room.

It was hard to believe how we got here. She could’ ve dropped those books off at the
other used bookstore, but she came here. She came here because it's where her
mother brought her when she was young. It was where our story started. We might
not have realized it at the time, but sharing stories in the children’s section was how
this al started, just like how her relationship with Laura was the story behind why she
started to sing in the first place.

It was all connected, and as much as | hated the thought of her not being around for



months on end, a part of me wanted to see where we' d end up a few weeks from now.
A couple of months. A year.

Where would she be once we shared our first | love yous?

Would she be home with me or about to go on stage in the middle of her tour?

| shook my head, pushing the thought from my mind. | was letting my hopes get the
better of me. In another lifetime, we probably would’ ve been best friends. In fact,
that’s where | thought we were headed before | kissed her, surprised when she kissed
me back.

Things are moving too fast, | fretted, finishing up with my customer before opening
up the inventory on my screen. The words blurred as | considered my options. It
wasn't like | was against us being together, but a candle that burns quick has a
tendency to burn out before its time. With the wick burning at both ends, there was
only so much time left before we knew where we' d be after her tour.

| never should' ve gotten involved. But | did. After that first day in the shop, the day
when she dropped by for the journals, | should’ ve sent her away instead of giving her
my card in case she needed to unload anything else. If | knew then what | knew
now—

Who am | kidding? | thought with a sigh. | wouldn’t have changed a thing, not how
she ended up in my shop or any of the events that had happened since. More than
anything else, | wanted to see this through, to see where our days would take us,
including now.

A deep baritone voice thrust me from my thoughts, an older gentleman standing on
the other side of the counter. “You own this establishment?’ he asked, sounding
somewhat annoyed, probably because he had to repeat himself.



“1 do,” | said, looking from him to Cassidy who had an uncomfortable expression on
her face. “What can | do for you?’

| didn’t have to ask to know the man standing in front of me was her manager. His
shirt alone probably cost more than my entire wardrobe combined. Unlike Cassidy
who dressed down, this guy made sure to flaunt his ego wherever he went.

“1 wanted to thank you for giving her a space,” he said, his tone far from cheerful,
“and to give awarning.”

Seriously? The nerve of this guy! “A warning for what?’ | asked with a nervous
laugh.

“She doesn’t get involved,” he said, his brows pinched above his eyes. “I’ve seen
women like you come and go. She might not realize it, but I’ve known for a good

long while.

Don't let this make you think otherwise. As soon as we go on tour, you'll be aspecin
her rearview mirror, just like all the others.”

“And who are you supposed to be? Her dad?’
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“Her manager.”

| shrugged him off. “You're treating her like a child, so it's pretty much the same
thing.”

“Look, | was only giving you a heads up.”

“And trying to scare me away.” No doubt he was more concerned about her public
image than anything else.

“1’ve looked into this place and I’ ve done my research on you,” he said, lowering his
voice so no one would overhear.

“You're barely making ends meet, but if you agree to cut things off and let her down
gently, then | might be ableto help.”

| scoffed at that. “No thanks. | can manage just fine without you and your handouts.”
And I'll never hurt Cassidy like that.

She'd already been through so much. If her manager knew the pain she was in, then
maybe... No. He probably wouldn’'t care at all. Her manager was more interested in
his bottom line. Cassidy was an asset to him, that’s all.

| figured that was the case before, but now that I'd met the guy, | hated him even
more.



He opened up his wallet and put his card on the counter. “In case you change your
mind.”

| picked up the card and immediately tossed it in the trash.

“l won't.”

His face darkened, but whatever came to mind he kept to himself. Annoyed, he
turned on his heels and left, practically knocking over my sister who'd walked in as
we were arguing.

“What was that al about?” my sister asked, gesturing back the way Cassidy’s
manager had gone.

“A bad deal,” | said, watching him go as Cassidy continued to fill the front of the
shop with music. “What are you doing here?’ | asked, looking back at my sister once

she joined me behind the counter. “Y ou never visit the shop.”

“Same reason as everyone else, | suppose,” she said with a shrug, removing her coat
before folding it behind the counter.

“Man, this place hasn't changed.”

“The front window and lounge have changed atiny bit.”

Which was something she'd know if she ever cared to visit. | fought back my temper,
taking a deep breath before speaking again. “It's something Dad had always

wanted—the gold lettering.”

Bridget smiled at that, then turned her attention to Cassidy who'd moved on to
another song. “Y ou remember that one time we planned to see her on tour?”’



How could | forget? “Thisis amost as good,” | said, fondly thinking back to when
my sister and | used to hang out all the time.

She nodded in agreement, leaning her head on my shoulder as we both swayed back
and forth to the music. “We should take her out to dinner.”

“We?' | amost choked on my own spit.

Bridget stopped swaying and looked right at me. “Sure. | saw how short her manager
got with you. You could barely get in a word. Now, | have no idea what that was
about, but you know I'm great at reading people.”

“And?’ Not usually one for my sister’sinput, | had to admit | was curious.

“He's clearly worried about her image or how she’s perceived, but if the three of us
go out together...” Shetrailed off, smiling as she did.

“1t would make her time in the shop less suspicious,” | finished for her.
“And it's not like | wouldn’t benefit from it. It isn't every day you get to hang out
with Cassidy Blake. Well, most of us, anyway.” She passed me a sly smile before

mouthing the words to the song.

“I’ll see what she says once everyone else has gone,” | promised, bobbing my head to
the music as | finished reading over the updated inventory.
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“Be sure that you do. The way that guy seemed to talk has me a little nervous.
Something like this might cool hisjetsfor alittle while.”

“It certainly couldn’t hurt. Cassidy hanging out with me alone could be seen as an
intimate relationship, but if she went out with me and my sister, it would come across
as three friends catching up. That was something | could do, at least for alittle while.
It wasn't something I'd accept forever, but if it meant getting her manager off her
case for the time being, then it was worth a shot.

Chapter Fourteen

Ferdinand’ s was on the other side of town and a lot fancier than Maggi€'s tiny cafe.
The place had an actual dress code, so after searching my closet for a nice gown |
could wear, | took a deep breath and faced the mirror. I1t'd been ages since | dressed
up and longer still since I’d worn the yellow gown.

Bridget had convinced me to keep the dress just in case, and for once, | was glad she
did. 1 honestly never expected to wear it after our father passed away. It was
something he bought for me back when the shop was busy and we had a small party
on the first Fridays of the month. It was the only time we allowed food and drink in
the shop. It was also a time when the books were deeply discounted depending on
how many you bought.

Folks loved it, but after he died, | couldn’'t bring myself to celebrate the way he did.
Turning those first customers away was hard, and eventually, they stopped coming.

| exhaled hard, pressing my palms into the top of my dresser. That’s when it all



started to go downhill, all because I’ d stopped one silly tradition.

Looking at myself now, | couldn’t believe | ever forgot. I’ d pushed those memoriesto
the back of my mind, just as I’d done with the gown in my closet. Now that | had it
on, al of those memories came rushing back.

“l can’t do this,” | said, my voice wavering abit as | refused to meet my own gaze.

| never should’ve agreed to one of my sister’s schemes. She meant well, but if 1'd
realized where we were going... if | knew taking out the gown would bring back so
much pain...

You still would' ve doneit, asmall voice said in the back of my mind.

| still would've agreed, and | still would' ve put on the gown. | also couldn’t stand the
thought of letting Cassidy down, so after a handful of steadying breaths, | smoothed
the delicate fabric, got my things, then headed for the restaurant.

Cassidy agreed to meet us there, and once | spotted her car, | pulled in right next to
her. My sister arrived afew minutes | ater.

Dressed to the nines in a pale blue gown with only a shawl to keep warm, Cassidy
looked at me from under her long lashes and smiled.

“You look lovely,” she said, throwing her arms around me as the three of us gathered
outside the restaurant doors. “And look at you!” she said, gesturing to my sister’'s
black cocktail dress.

“It'sno biggie,” Bridget said, turning a circle and being as dramatic as ever. “I had it
lying around.”



“Don'’t listen to her. She wears that thing whenever she gets the chance,” | said with a
laugh. “Blind dates, second dates, you nameit.”

“That doesn’'t change the fact | look amazing init,” Bridget said with a huge smile on
her face. “I told you that dress would come in handy someday.”

| wet my lips, smoothing the wrinkles out of the fabric and hoping the bottom of my
gown wouldn’t drag on the floor.

“Youdid,” | said, my voice not nearly as confident as | would've liked.

When Cassidy looked at me with concern, Bridget stepped between us and hooked
her arms with ours. | knew she did it to keep Cassidy from asking about it, and as
much as | would've loved to tell Cassidy all about the gown my father gave me, my
heart seized whenever | thought about bringing it up.

Nerves that, once we stepped inside, got worse.

A soft melody played on the overhead speakers, the sound of a violin grating on my
nerves more than it ever should.

“Just three tonight?’ the hostess asked, focused on the menus behind the counter. “Oh
my gosh, you're Cassidy Blake.”

So much for a quiet evening. She practically screamed Cassidy’s name, and as we
stood in the doorway, some of the patrons |ooked our way.

Heat burned my cheeks, but Cassidy took it in stride, smiling when the hostess
walked us back to our table.

“S0, how long have you two been together?’ the hostess asked once we sat down.



The three of us laughed, me and Cassidy because of nerves, and my sister because
she was way better at acting than | ever was.

“Just friends,” | said, silently thanking her for my coffee as | stared into the dark
liquid.

“We' ve actually known each other since we were kids,”
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Cassidy added, pouring some milk into her own coffee. “ The three of us used to hang
out in that bookshop all the time.”

The hostess smiled and nodded her understanding. “My apologies. It's just that the
two of you look so cute together.”

And that’s when my sister really laughed, wrapping an arm around both of us before
bringing the three of ustogether. “We really do!”

With the hostess' face asred asit could go and the three of us stuck in afit of giggles,
the hostess returned to the front of the house to help the next group of customers.

“We should bring her around more often,” Cassidy said, catching her breath. “She's
hilarious.”

“She redlly is,” | agreed, leaning my head on Bridget’s shoulder once our laughter
had died down. “Going out tonight was a great idea.”

“Not just to get David off my back, either.” Meaning her manager, | realized.

“Aww, you guys are going to make me blush,” Bridget said, hiding her head in her
hands.

“You deserveit,” Cassidy said, bumping shoulders with her.

“Thank you for this.”



“Anytime.”

“S0, any ideas on what you want to order?’ | asked, looking over the large menu and
not really feeling like much of anything. My stomach had been in knots all afternoon.
| expected Cassidy to say no, but once | brought up the crap about her manager, she
agreed.

Now that we were here, the anxiety | saw in her eyes was no more. As for me, my
mind was still set on what would happen once we went home. Cassidy didn’t share
much about her manager, but considering how he spoke to me and how many times
he' d texted her days prior, | had afeeling | knew exactly the type of person he was.

| didn’t trust him. Not only because of his stupid bribe earlier today but because of
how he acted in general. He hovered over Cassidy all morning, staying close even
though she obviously had things under control.

A handful of reporters had even dropped by, but with a wave of his hand, they left,
much to my relief.

While Cassidy may have offered to play some songs in my shop, | could see she
wasn't ready to take things further than that. New patrons or her

fans were welcome to walk through those doors, but anyone with a camera crew was
asked to leave.

Of course, there was no stopping the videos folks decided to post online, but that was
way better than seeing my store on the evening news.

| shuddered at that, waving Cassidy’ s look of concern away before taking a sip of my
coffee.



“Are you cold?’ Cassidy asked, aready removing her shaw so she could pass it to
me. “Here. | have another onein the car.”

| grabbed her wrist before she could leave, silently begging her to sit back down. She
hesitated, but only for a moment, taking her seat before | could say anything else.

“I'm fing,” | assured her, keeping my voice low so no one would overhear. Having
the hostess ask about our relationship

status was bad enough, but if the other patrons were as observant as she was, there’' d
be yet another video floating around on the internet, and it wouldn’t involve my shop.
“Just nervous is al,” | went on, putting my hand in my lap. “It’s been... actualy, |
don’t think we've ever been in a place like this, have we?’ | looked to my sister who
was more than happy to hide behind her menu, glancing my way whenever she
thought | wasn’t paying attention.

“Maybe not you, but a guy brought me here once,” she said from behind her menu.
“The steak’ sto die for. | was stupid and bought a salad, then | ended up eating half of
his meal instead.” She laughed at that, a tight nervous laugh that made me feel alot
less alone.

“Steak sounds too heavy at the moment,” | admitted, giving the menu a final read.
“The fish sounds nice, though. What about you, Cass?’

“lI might just stick with the salad.” She shrugged, and bless her, she kept a straight
face until the very end. “Truthfully, | could go for a steak. | haven't really treated
myself since | got back.”

“Stuck eating ramen just like the rest of us, huh?’ my sister teased, hiding her smile
behind her menu.



“Mac n’ cheese, actually. Comfort food.”

“1 hope you eat better when you're on tour,” | said, cringing at how much | sounded
like our mom. “Sorry.”

“No, you're right, and | do. It's just, being back here and with Maggie's so close, |
can’'t not eat there on aregular basis.
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When | used to come home, I’d stop by my mom'’s place, but...” She trailed off,
shielding her eyes with her hand. “I’'m sorry. Tonight’s supposed to be a lovely
evening, and here | am, losing it all over again.”

Bridget was the first to respond, placing her hand on Cassidy’s the way |I'd done so
many times before. “It’ s hard,”

she agreed, offering Cassidy a partial smile when she met her gaze. “I’d say it gets
easier but look at this one. She's still amess.”

Cassidy choked back atiny laugh, then gave me an apologetic smile.

“It gets easier,” | said, smiling the dlightest bit, “but some days are worse than
others.” | paused a moment, wondering if | should bring up Laura again and if
Cassidy losing her mother felt the same way. In the end, | decided against it. It wasn't
my place to ask, and with Bridget around, | didn't want to make Cassidy more
uncomfortable than she already was.

Cassidy took a deep breath, wiping her eyes with a tissue once the hostess returned to
take our order. After she'd gone, the three of us fell into silence, my sister playing
with the corner of a napkin and Cassidy’s mind miles away. I've never liked
awkward silences, so after coughing to move the air from my lungs, | spoke.

“Do they alow pets on the bus?’ | asked Cassidy, resulting in a confused ook from
both her and my sister. “You never mentioned if you have any pets or not, so | was
wondering if it's because you can’'t have them or if it’s just because life’ s too busy.”



She passed me a warm smile, clearly thankful for the new topic. “I thought about
getting a dog once, but it wouldn’t have been fair to either one of us. We're always
moving around.

Most of the time, the world outside the van is crowded and uncomfortably loud. |
wouldn’t have a yard for it to play in, and | honestly don’'t want to have to worry
about it whenever I’'m on stage. That isn’t to say it wouldn’'t be nice to get one
someday, but not until after I’ve bought a place of my own and can be there on a
regular basis.”

| nodded at that. “ That makes sense.”

“What about acat?’ my sister asked. “They aren’'t as sensitive and you wouldn’t have
to worry about leaving it alone as much.”

“I'm allergic.” Cassidy wrinkled her nose. “We used to have one when | was a kid,
but then | broke out in a rash and, well, the rest of the story is what you'd expect.
Some cats are worse than others. Coby was terrible. He'd wrapped his paws around

me when | picked him up, then rub his face all over my neck

and cheeks, causing me to break out in hives. It's area shame because | really liked
him. He was the most affectionate cat I’ ve ever known.”

“A fish, then,” my sister decided, continuing down her list of possible animals.

“She’s going to keep going until you cavein,” | warned.

“She did the same thing with my parents when she wanted to get a pet.”

Cassidy’seyeslit up. “What did you guys end up with?’



“A turtle,” Bridget said with disgust. “Dad found it on the sidewalk. He brought it in
and asked us to take care of it. The thing smelled horrible.”

“That’s because it was a turtle and you can’t give them a bath like you would with a
dog,” | pointed out, laughing when she stuck her tongue out at me.

Our food arrived then, stopping my sister from saying anything else. As the three of
us dug into our food, | couldn’t help smiling at how well the three of us got aong
with one another. Bridget was more of a people-person than I’d ever been, but it was
usually forced.

Not with Cassidy. Even as Cassidy talked about her upcoming tour and schedule,
Bridget treated her more like a friend than the fangirl she truly was. No doubt I’ d get
acall from her before bed, just so she could gush over Cassidy.

It was nice, not only to have a night out but to spend time with my sister. She was
right. 1t'd been way too long since we' d had a night out together, and while Cassidy
may have been our reason for doing so, | knew then it’d be something we'd have to
continue. If not for me, then for her.

“I was thinking we could walk around town after dinner,”

Cassidy said between bites, taking a sip of water once she' d finished.

“1 actually need to head back home soon and check on a guy I've been talking to,”
Bridget said, keeping her head down so | couldn't see her face. “But Evie's free.
Aren't you, Evie?’

Here we go. | knew it wouldn’t take long for my sister to try and hook us up again.

| blew out a breath and hoped the heat on my cheeks wasn’t as noticeable to them as



it was for me. “I could go for awalk,”

| said, wincing when my voice wavered at the end. “Are you sure you don’t need to
get back? The last thing | wanted was for her manager to get on my case again, or
worse. | could only imagine how charming he must’ ve been to Cassidy once she got
back.

“Not until tomorrow morning.” She flashed me a wicked grin, causing me to choke
on my food enough for my sister to laugh at my expense.

Sipping my water, | took a handful of uneasy breaths, waiting for my heart rate return
to this side of normal before saying anything else. “I’d be more than happy to join

you.
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With Bridget excusing herself from our tiny group, the walk gave me the time |
needed to clear my head as well as to clear things up with Cassidy. After everything
her manager had said to me this morning, | honestly wasn’'t sure where we stood. |If
he made her as uncomfortable as he’d done for me, then | wanted to know ahead of
time instead of getting let down the moment she | eft.

Chapter Fifteen

Bridget bailed as soon as we paid for our meals, giving us both a hug before getting
in her car to leave. No doubt she'd call me later to check on how things went, but |
hones

tly wasn’'t sure what she expected to happen. My mind was too full of worry for me to
think of anything else.

So as Cassidy and | walked side by side, | tried to resist the urge to take her hand,
hugging my arms around myself instead.

The air outside the restaurant was cold, but not too cold to keep me from walking.
The cool air helped, keeping me present in the here and now instead of my thoughts
running rampant like they’ d done so many times before. Cassidy, on the other hand,
was aworld away, playing with the end of her shawl aswe walked in silence.

“About David,” she said, not looking at me, “you have to understand he' s seen me go
through alot. He doesn’t want me to get hurt.”

| wasn’t so sure about that. “He mentioned how you’ve been sneaking around and



that you just use other women until you’ re bored, then you walk away.”

Her footsteps faltered, her heels clicking on the sidewalk once she picked up the pace
again. “Itisn’'t like that. He s just

“Looking out for you. | know.” | took a breath to ease the building tension in my
back, clenching my jaw before | said something | might regret. “But what happens
when you eventually find someone you redly like? Will you keep them at arm’s
length aswell?’

That wasn't what she’ d done with me, but that was before her manager stuck his nose
where it didn't belong. Cassidy’s love life was her own. | could understand if she
threatened to quit her tour, but she'd said no such thing. And so what if she did? It
was her life, not his. He was simply riding on her

coattails and would do it to someone else if Cassidy ever decided to step down.
Cassidy looked at me then, the color draining from her face.

“1’m not trying to push you aside.”

“1 know you aren’t, but you and | both know thiswon’t | ast.

If the distance and time apart don’t break us, his influence on you will.” | was letting
my temper get the better of me, but it couldn’t be helped.

“I’ll talk to him,” she said, focusing on the sidewalk in front of us. “He means well,
but I guess with me losing my mom, he thinks I’'m more vulnerable than usual.”



“Which would totally be understandable if you were hooking up with a random
person, but look at who you're talking to here. We' ve been hanging out for weeks
and I’ ve never pressured you into something you didn’t want to do.”

“1 know, and | thank you for that. It'sjust... | need you to be patient with me a little
while longer.”

Be patient? “I’m not asking you to do anything,” | said, stopping when we reached an
intersection. “1 just don’t want to get blindsided. That’s all.”

“And you know I’ ve been hurt enough to know what it would feel like to go through
that pain in return.” She turned to me and held our hands between us. “1 would never,
ever do that to you. Assoon as | feel something’ s off, I'll let you know.”

“But now?’ | hedged, not sureif | wanted to know the answer.

“1 like you, Evie. | redly like you, and if you'll have me, I'd like to give thisatry. |
know it won't be easy. It’'ll be damn-near impossible at times, but you' ve made me
laugh morein the last few weeksthan | havein years. It isn’'t just because of my mom
or Laura, either. | used to smile all the time, and while | do it on stage, real lifeisn’t
that smple.”

“Trust me, | know.” | took along breath and held her hand in mine as we crossed to
the other side of the street. “And I’'m willing to give this atry so long as you are. |
won't say I'm

thrilled with the idea of you being on tour and so far away, but | know we'll talk
whenever we can, and | can see you whenever | want so long as | ook up your recent

videos online.”

“But that isn't me,” she said, her words strained at the end.



“lI know it isn't, but it's still a part of you, one I'll gladly accept until your next
break.” | paused then, standing outside my shop once | realized how far we' d gone.
“Do you always come home during break?’

“Pretty much. When I’'m on tour, | tend to get my sight-seeing out of the way a few
days after | arrive. The rest of my time is spent in hotel rooms or on the bus. It can
suck and be exciting all at the same time. To be honest, sight-seeing isn't al it's
cracked up to be, especially not as a celebrity. I'd love to see the world through
someone else's eyes, not getting interrupted when 1I’'m looking at the Eiffel Tower or
admiring the displays inside the L ouvre Museum.”

| smiled at that. “It’s funny. So many of us would die to have a life like yours, but
you just want to live one that’ s close to normal.”
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“Music and being on tour is my normal. It can be exciting and suck all at the same
time, but | honestly can’t imagine doing anything else.”

“Well, you could always come and work with me,” | said with a laugh, gesturing at
the store.

“I"ll hold you to it,” she said with a smile, turning back the way we came. “ Should we
head back?’

“Yes, please,” | said, shivering for warmth. “It’ s freaking cold out here.”

She laughed, then leaned her head on my shoulder. “We could always stay in your
shop,” she teased, forcing butterflies into my stomach.

“Tempting,” | said, my voice shaking the slightest bit, “but | left the slegping bags at
home.”

“Shame. It would' ve been fun to camp out in the tower.”

“I’ll be sureto remember that.”

Spending the evening with Cassidy had been a blast, and if camping out in the tower
meant | got to spend in even more time with her, it was definitely something I'd have

to do before she went on tour. It would certainly be afun way to see her off.

Pushing my fears aside from the time being, | walked with her, enjoying the cold
evening air regardless of the goosebumps prickling all over my skin. Most of them



weren't because of the cold, anyway, my mind completely focused on the tower and
how | could make it more magical than it already was.

And that’swhen | had an idea.

“What are you doing Friday night?’ It was still a few days away but would give me
just enough time to finish what | had in mind.

Cassidy gave my question some thought and shrugged.

“Probably working on my music, why?’

“You don’'t have a date with David?’

She wrinkled her nose and batted a hand at me. “He wishes.

No, it would just be me. Why?’ She gave me a suspicious glance, a shy smile tugging
at her lips. “What are you planning to do?’

“You'll see. You won't be allowed to see me all afternoon, but if you want to drop by
around six, | should be ready.”

She frowned, but after giving it some thought, she agreed.

“Six 0' clock it is. Anything you need me to bring?’

“Just an overnight bag and possibly some chips.”

Her grin widened. “ Chips are something | can definitely do.

Now | want it to be the end of the week. Are you sure you can’'t do it tomorrow? I’'m



free,” she added in a sing-song voice.

| shook my head, laughing at her when she gave me the most adorable look. “Friday,”
| told her again, “and no sooner than that.”

She released a huff, then hugged her arms around mine.

“You can’'t blame agirl for trying.”

“l promiseit’ll be worth the wait.”

“It'd better be.”

“Or what?’

“Or I'll have to come up with something better, and | suck at surprises.”
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“Giving them or receiving them?’
“A little bit of both, but I'm terrible at planning stuff like that.”

“Then leave it up to me. In the meantime, go home, get warm, and get some rest. We
can talk more tomorrow.”

“I"ll text you when | get in,” she said, stopping just outside her car so she could kiss
me on the lips. If she was worried about public shows of affection before, it wasn't a
concern right now.

Breathing her in, | arched my back, losing myself under her kiss. By the time we
separated, | was out of breath and had completely forgotten whatever it was 1'd
wanted to say.

She kissed me one last time, then passed me a knowing smile. “I'll text you later,”
she said again, showing me her phone, “and I'll drop by the shop tomorrow.”

| stood on the sidewalk outside of Ferdinand’s and watched her go, touching my lips
where hers had been. With the streets clear and all of the commotion happening
inside the restaurant instead of out on the sidewalk with me, | took one last look at the
night sky before getting in my car to go home.

The entire way there, one thing made its way to the front of my mind. Cassidy kissed
me. In public.

And on Friday night, she'd spend the entire night with me.



| could hardly wait.

Thankfully, when | asked my sister for the silly dragon decorations she’d used last
Halloween, she didn’t ask me what

they were for. Why she still had them on hand was anyone’s guess, but it was way
better than buying them online or trying to make them on my own. If there was one
thing my sister was good at, it was using her hands.

She was amazing when it came to crafts. | always felt she'd be better off working in
one of those art stores, but she said they bored her to tears. She made stuff al the
time, usually for people who didn’'t deserve that level of thought or dedication.

And when it came to Halloween? No one did it better.

“You want the party hats as well?’ she asked once she’ d stopped by to drop off a box
of decorations.

“Party hats?” Askind tiaras and crowns?

“You know, like one of those princess hats.”

“Oh! Oh...” | checked inside the box, smiling at the felt dragon and its bright orange
scales. “No. | think this should be okay.”

“What isit for, anyway? Are you throwing a wizard party?’
| choked back a laugh, then nodded, deciding it was as good of an excuse as any.

“Yeah. We're supposed to do areading, but the back isn't really that exciting to ook
at.”



“Well, Charlie here should help.”

Charlie? Y ou named the dragon?’ Why was | not surprised?

“Duh. | name al of my decorations.” She followed me over to the counter, then
turned back for the rest of the store. “Are you sure you don’'t need anything else? |
could stop by and—"

“No,” | dmost yelled. “No. Everything'sfine.”

“Uh huh.” She crossed her arms over her chest and gave me a suspicious look. “So
what’ s really going on?’

For the next several minutes, | told Bridget how | planned to decorate the tower. All
the while, the smirk on her face got bigger and bigger.

“You know what you really need?’ she asked, her smile as wide as it could go and
her voice giddy as hell.

“No. What?’

“A servant.”
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| batted her away but couldn’t help laughing when she did the same. “Get out of

here.

“Oh, if you plan to use candles, keep them away from Charlie’ stail. He might be able
to breathe fire but heisn’t fire-resistant.”

“Charlie will be fine,” | said with an exasperated sigh. “And thanks. You’'ve been a
huge help.”

“Have fun,” she threw back over her shoulder, reaching for the front doors as she did.
“Don’t do anything | would do.”

| shook my head again and watched her go, doing my best to ignore the butterfliesin
my stomach and the very small window of time | had |eft to finish up for tonight.

One hour down, seven hoursto go.

So long as | didn’t get bombarded with new customers or folks looking for Cassidy,
I’d be able to finish before she walked in the back of the shop.

Time to have some fun.
Chapter Sixteen
Charlie, as my sister liked to call him, was the absolute pinnacle of decorations.

Getting him to fit just right on the celling took a ton of thumbtacks and more time
than I'd care to count. But it was done, and as he looked down on me with his big



golden eyes, | shivered with anticipation. Some folks liked to sleep under the stars,
but tonight? Tonight, Cassidy and | would sleep under the mouth of a dragon.

It was silly and lame all at the same time and exactly the kind of thing | would’ve
loved if she'd done it for me. | only hoped she'd feel the same way. Of course, if
Charlie did freak her out, there were plenty of other places we could hide inside the
store, including the front lounge once | closed up for the night.

There were other decorations as well, from the lights woven along the edge of the
stairs to the dozen candles I'd strategically placed on each of the shelves inside the
tower.

Not knowing what she was planning to bring, I’d made sure to pack an extra set of
blankets on my ride in this morning.

Standing in the doorway, | took a moment to admire my handiwork. | truly loved this
room, and considering how much time Cassidy spent in the tower, she did as well.
And after tonight, there will be one more happy memory inside this shop.

It'd been a long time since I'd had something to look forward to, not including
Cassidy’ s ailmost-daily visits.

When the butterflies in my stomach grew too large for me to stand, | took a deep
breath, then returned to my place in the lower level of the store. Fortunately, it'd been
arather slow day. Bad for the business, but fortunate because it gave me some time to
clear my hear.

The nerves, however, never stopped. From the moment | drove in this morning to the
second | locked the front door, my stomach churned with nerves. | honestly wasn’t
sure what | was expecting, but just the thought of spending more time with Cassidy
had my stomach doing somersaults around my ankles.



As always, Cassidy arrived just in time, her tiny knock on the back door sending my
heart rate into overdrive as | finished counting out the register for the day.

“Did yamiss me?’ she asked in a cheerful voice, throwing her arms around me once
she dropped her overnight bag inside the door.

“Always.” | kissed her on the cheek and sunk in her embrace.

This was what | needed. This was what I’ d been waiting for all day—not her staying
over for the night, not cuddling in the tower, but this—her arms around me and her
chest pressed close to mine. | could almost feel her heart beat next to mine, its
rhythmic beat just as erratic as my own.

“So, | was thinking we could order in,” Cassidy said, kissing me on the lips before
drawing us apart to meet my gaze. “Unless you've already got something planned,

that is.”

“No plans,” | told her, taking her hand in mine before she could take her things up to
the tower. “Y ou can just leave those there for now.”

“Still not letting me go up there, huh?’ She cocked an eyebrow at me and smiled the
same mouthwatering smile she’ d given me the day she walked inside my shop.

“It's for later,” | said, taking a breath when she finally turned away from the stairs.
“Y ou wouldn’t want to ruin the surprise, would you?’

“1 can’t imagine what you’ d have up there that | haven’t seen already.”

“And you’'ll get no more hints from me.”

She crossed her arms over her chest with a huff but her straight face only lasted so



long. In the next moment, she leaned into me and kissed the sensitive spot behind my
ear, smiling when it sent a shiver down my spine.

“What if | persuaded you?’ she asked, her voice low.

| swallowed. Hard. “Not until after dinner,” | said again, clenching my jaw to keep
my teeth from chattering.
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“Then | guess we should place that order, shouldn’t we?’

There was that smile again, and hell if it didn't make me weak in the knees. “I’'m
thinking Maggie's.”

“Not Ferdinand' s?’ | teased, already knowing why she picked it.

“Maggi€’ sis closer and way more acceptable for anight in.

| wouldn't feel right eating anything from Ferdinand’ sin here.”

| nodded at that. Eating a nice steak off of a paper plate realy didn’t sound that
attractive. Besides, the meal didn’t matter. It was what happened after our meal that
did.

“1 want to stay up al night,” | said, grabbing a menu from behind the register even
though we both already knew what we wanted to order. “I want us to do what old
girlfriends would.”

“ Spreading rumors about the popular girl at school ?”

Cassidy said, tilting her head to the side.

“That, but also just staying up, telling stories, laughing...

you know, the light stuff.” And the kind of stuff | would’ve enjoyed if | heard it from
her. There was so much about Cassidy | didn’t know, so many things I’d love to hear



If she gave me the chance.

“Breakfast for dinner sound okay to you?’ She took out her cell, pulling up Maggi€'s
number a moment later.

“That would be amazing.”

Eating in the lower level of the shop felt weird at first, and as much as | wanted to
introduce Cassidy to Charlie and the new and improved tower, | managed just fine.
Cassidy, on the other hand, kept checking her phone, releasing a sigh of relief
whenever she realized David hadn’t called.

“You should talk to him,” | said once our meal was through.

“If he’s causing you this much anxiety just for having a night out, you need to tell

him.

She forced a smile and set her phone to the side, glancing at it when she thought |
wasn't looking. “Old habits die hard.”

“Just let it go for one night,” | said, leaning in to kiss her on the lips.

The sweet taste of maple syrup danced across my tongue as she deepened our Kiss,
her arms tight around me. Knowing her manager would always be at the back of her
mind, | set work aside and lost myself in that one kiss. In the way she held me with
one hand at the nape of my neck and the other on my hip.

At how she breathed, her exhale of breath as shaky as my own.

And how, every time her tongue swept over mine, it sent a spark al the way down
my spine.



| would've stayed there all night if | could, but as with most things, our kiss came to
an end much too soon, leaving us bo

th breathless as | fell into her arms.

“Why don’'t we move this upstairs?’ she asked, her voice barely audible over the
pounding of my own heart.

| smiled, joined her in alazy kiss, then took her hand in mine so we could head into
the tower. Once she grabbed her overnight bag, | stood with her at the base of the
stairs, smiling when her eyes it up at what she saw.

The tiny white lights | usually used out front around the holidays were the perfect
way to guide our path. As soon as we reached the top of the steps, Cassidy’s voice
caught, her hand tensing in mine.

“Evie, thisis... it'sbeautiful.” She looked back at me with a huge smile on her face.
“1 would’ve lit the candles before we came up, but...” | shrugged and left it at that,
letting our hands drop to our sides as we walked single file into the room. “The
dragon’s name is Charlie. Y ou can thank my sister for that.”

“She made him?’ She looked at me with disbelief.

“1 might tease her when it comes to her choice in boyfriends, but she’'s amazing with
her hands. Very crafty.”
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“Remind me to commission her the next time | need something for one of my sets.”

As Cassidy slowly made her way around the room, running her fingertips over the
warm blankets I’ d left on the sofa, | lit every single one of the candles. As expected,
they offered just enough light and the perfect atmosphere for the evening. Once they
werein place, | turned off the light and joined her on the sofa.

For along unnerving moment, neither one of us spoke. My mind was going a mile a
minute, hyper-aware of her fingers on my skin and the warmth of her kiss when she
touched her lipsto the inside of my wrist.

Looking at me from under her lashes, Cassidy smiled, gently kissing up my arm until
my sleeves got in the way. But she didn’t stop. Instead, she jumped to the bare skin of
my neck, giving extra attention to the sensitive spot behind my ear until finally
meeting me in akiss, one that was far more aggressive than before.

My stomach clenched, my heart pounding in my chest as she lay me on the floor with
her arm under my neck. As the room spun around us, | let go. | stopped worrying
about the shop, the hills, the lack of customers and Cassidy’s upcoming tour. |
stopped worrying about her manager, her cell phone which was still on and probably
loud enough for both of usto hear if anyone happened to call.

| pushed all of those things to the back of my mind until all that was left was her. The
sweet taste of her lips, the coconut shampoo in her hair, her touch, and the fire

building in my stomach.

It was freeing and sad all at the same time. I'd spent most of my life looking for



someone like her, and now that she was here, she had to leave. It wasn't fair. I'd
finaly found the kind of love they show in the movies, but in the end, there’'d be no
race to the airport. | wouldn’t chase her down or stop her from going through that
terminal.

She’'d board the plane and go on tour just like she always planned. As much as |
wanted her to stay here with me, | a'so knew | couldn’t stop her from doing what she
loved.

So | forced the worry and fear to the back of my mind and ran my hands through her
hair, holding her close and breathing in as much of her as | could. It was her fingers
that touched my skin, her lips that kissed mine, and her heart beating against my
breast. Cassidy. Just Cassidy.

A lifetime had passed since we entered the tower, and yet when she pulled back to
check on me, it felt much too soon.

“Are you okay?’ she asked, brushing the hair from in front of my eyes before
pressing her forehead to mine.

“Yup,” | managed, wincing when my voice didn’t sound as convincing as | would've
liked.

She frowned, then lay on her back, taking me with her. As| lay my head on her chest,
she spoke, absently stroking my hair as she did. “I think thisis the first time I’'m not
looking forward to going on tour,” she said, resting her hand on the nape of my neck.
“1 mean, | never fully looked forward to it.

It's always nerve-wracking until | get out there, you know?

But this time feels different.” She shifted her weight, sitting up so she could look me



in the eyes. “Thistime feelslike I’m actually leaving something behind.”

My cheeks burned at her admission, at the fact she’d miss me just as much as | knew
I’d miss her. “I can’t even begin to imagine how hard it is,” | said, sitting on the floor
beside her.

“1 love it once I’'m out there, but getting to that point takes a lot of effort on my part
and even more when it comes to my manager.”

| couldn’t help noticing the tightness in her voice. “How is he when you're out
there?’ | asked. “| mean, is he as aggressive as heis now?’

“He gets impatient,” she said with a half-smile. “Then again, we all do. When the bus
starts to feel too crowded, | like to get out and take a walk. Of course, that means he
isn’t far behind me, which only adds to the stress instead of removing some of it like
I’d hoped.”

“And you can’t find a new one? A manager, | mean.”

She released along breath and shook her head. “I’ ve considered it, but he' s been with
me since the beginning.”

“You don’'t owe him anything,” | told her, taking her hand in mine. “If a manager
makes you this uncomfortable that you have to hide away in a bookshop, he isn’t
right for you.” It's something I'd said before. “Maybe in the beginning, but I'm sure
there are others out there who would love to have you.”

“But he knows me.”

“And he ends up being the topic of most of our conversations aside from your mom
or books,” | added. “I'm just saying, if it doesn't feel fun anymore, then maybe



there’ s something you need to change.”

“And what about the shop?’ she bit back, looking away from me as soon as she did.
“I'msorry. | didn’'t mean it like that.”

“The shop is...” | waved my hand in front of me, searching for the right words.
“Difficult. Bridget keeps telling me to upgrade and add these ereader stations or
whatever they’re called, but that isn’t what my father had in mind.”

“He aso came before the new wave of technology, so how can you know he'd keep it
thisway?’ Cassidy dipped her head, gently pressing her forehead to mine.

| didn’t. “I don’t know. It just doesn’t feel right.”

“So while I’m remaining loyal to a manager who has his moments, you' re holding on
to an ideathat’s no longer your own.”

| opened my mouth to say something but thought better of it. She had a point. As
much as | hated to admit it, holding on to an idea from the past wasn’'t doing me any
favors, but the thought of moving forward didn’t make me feel any better.
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“Tell me something. If this was your shop from the very start, what would you have
done differently?’

| leaned my head on her shoulder and lay my arm across her chest, thinking back to
when | was a kid. “I used to pretend | was a shopkeeper when | was little. | always
envisioned the

way the lounge is now along with the wall, but | also wanted a place in the back to
hold things like poetry readings or music.

The store’ stoo small, though. Without moving things around, they’d never fit.”

“What about the tower?’ she asked, gesturing at the ceiling above us. “It might not be
the most spacious room in the store, but it could offer something different.”

But thisis our tower. | kept the thought to myself. It wasn't ours, hers, or mine. It just
was.

As though she could read my thoughts, she said, “I know how important it is to you,
but if you really want to make the shop your own without adding in more tech, then
something hasto give.” She was starting to sound like my sister.

She was also right.
“l could do that, or | could move some of the smaller reading sections upstairs.

Maybe the magazines and newspapers. It's quieter up here, so folks can enjoy their
morning paper in peace.”



She was shaking my head before | could finish. “No, the tower deserves better than
that. Having a room for quiet readers isn't going to bring in the traffic this place
deserves.

However, if you hold something like a poetry reading and give something like a 10%
off coupon for those who participate, it could mean more people in the door along
with more sales.”

“Because of the coupon they receive.” | couldn’t believeit.

Not only wasit agreat idea, but | could honestly see it working out.

“Exactly,” she said with a nod, sitting up with her back pressed against the sofa. “If
folks aren’t coming through that door, give them a reason to do so.” She paused a
moment, then said something | never thought I'd hear. “In fact, why don’'t we do this,
Y ou open up the tower for events once | get back, and I’ [l book your first one.”

| looked at her with disbelief. “You' d do that?” She'd already played inside the shop,
but to actually organize something like that? Here?

“This place has reignited a spark inside of me | feared was long gone,” she said,
kissing the top of my head. “If | can give something back, | will. And because | know
you won't take donations...” She gave me a pointed look and left it at that.

“I"ll think about it,” | said, not wanting to force her into something she'd regret. “But
no promises.”

“That'sall | ask.”

With our concerns out of the way, we both sat in silence, enjoying one another’s
company. As the night went on, Cassidy got even quieter. A part of me worried it was



because of something I'd said. In the end, it was simply because she was tired.

According to her, packing up to go on tour was as exhausting as it was trying to get
back home. She'd been on her feet all day, occupying her time between last minute
bookings and seeing that the rest of the crew’ s needs were met.

She didn’t talk about them much, but there was the guy behind the equipment they set
up, afew girls who sat outside with merchandise, the driver of the bus, and of course,
her manager.

Knowing she had a few friends she could lean on made me feel alittle better, even if
it meant only getting to see her over the phone for awhile.

Asthe candles slowly burned out, night finally descended on my little shop. A part of
me wished | could go with her, not right away but sometime in the future. Granted,
taking time away from the shop wasn'’t realistic, but maybe if | begged Bridget, she'd
fill inuntil | got back.

| could only hope.

Chapter Seventeen

The days flew by after that, but Cassidy still found the time to drop by every day after
lunch. Her visits were short, a small tease of what had been but still a lot more than
one person probably deserved. | could see she was worried and that her upcoming

tour stressed her out, but she never said aword.

Knowing she wanted to enjoy what little time we had left, | kept my concerns to
myself, more than happy to push them aside for just one more hour with her.



But when she drew away from me instead of sinking in my embrace like she usually
did, I knew something was wrong.

“What?’ | asked, lifting her chin so | could see her eyes, eyes that were glazed over
with tears. “What isit?’
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Her lip trembled and she quickly turned away, the tears in her voice hard to ignore.
“It's stupid.” She walked away before | could place a hand on her shoulder, standing
just out of reach. When she looked at me again, her expression was hard to read. “I
feel like akid by saying this but | don’t want to go.”

She stomped her foot and managed a small smile.
“S0o you're going to throw a temper tantrum in my store?’ | couldn’t help but laugh,
and when she joined in, | breathed a sigh of relief. Taking her hands in mine, | said,

“Look, things will be weird for alittle while, but we'll make it work, okay?”’

| raised my brows are her, tucking a tendril of hair behind her ear as she leaned into
my caress. “ Anything worth having isn’t easy.”

She nodded at that. “1 have an entire career to proveit.

Sure, | may have accidentally stepped into it, but keeping things going is...” She
blew out a breath and left it at that. “I can't believe how calm you are about all of
this. Why aren’t you freaking out?’

“Oh, trust me, | am. There's tons of chaos happening up in here,” | said, pointing to
my head. “To be honest, I’m trying not to lose my mind. | also have the butterflies to
proveit.”

“Then you have a better poker face than | do.”

Nodding, | guided her to the front lounge so we could sit on the sofa. For a



Wednesday afternoon, the store was really quiet, and for once, | was thankful for the
silence. Still, there was no quieting the fears constantly crashing into the back of my
mind. | had no idea what her schedule was like once she went on tour, and
considering how nervous she' d been the last few days, | didn’t have the heart to ask.

“Are we crazy for doing this?’ she asked, her soft voice booming in the otherwise
quiet room.

“For trying to make a long distance relationship work, or falling in love at thirty-
five?” My cheeks burned under her intense gaze, forcing me to look away a moment
later.

Her soft hand on my cheek forced whatever tears I’ d been holding back to fall. When
she spoke again, her voice was a mere whisper. | had to strain my ears just to hear
her.

“A little bit of both,” she said, passing me a small smile when | looked at her again.
“1 was starting to think I'd never find lo... someone like you.”

Her close admission caused the butterflies in my stomach to grow. “Y ou and me both.
Bridget used to say | was married to my work. If | reached fifty without getting
married, | was going to get the papers drawn up and everything.”

“Then | guess | got to you just in time,” she teased, pressing her forehead to mine as
she held my face in her hand.

“You had some time,” | said, my voice shaking as | met her in a tentative kiss. “But
I’m glad you came now. | honestly wasn't sure what I’ d do in another five years.”

“Mid-life crisis?’ She offered, the lift of her eyebrows causing my smile to grow.
“Can’t say I’ve had one of those just yet, but |’ ve been close.”



“You don’'t think us being together is—"

“No,” she said, cutting me off. “Thisisn't acrisis, and we aren’t a mistake. | dropped
those journals off for a reason, and that reason is right here.” She caressed my cheek,
catching one of my tears with her thumb. “All these years, I’ ve been searching for a
reason behind my music and fame. | thought

she might be out there waiting to see me perform. Who knew I'd find her right in my
hometown, and in a bookstore no less.”

“It's always in the last place you expect,” | said, taking her in my arms as we both
reclined on the couch. “ So, you really think we can make this work?’

“With someone like you?’ she asked, brushing my hair from in front of my eyes. “I
know we can.”

Cassidy packed up her things and boarded their bus two days later. In that short time,
she spent as much of her day with me as she could, which wasn’t much. Between all
of the preparations she had to do and her manager breathing down her neck, we were
lucky to get an hour to ourselves without something interrupting us.

In the end, | gave up when it came to having a silent moment to ourselves and settled
for just being present with her, holding her hand in mine as she sorted through the
next few months of her life. Their first stop was two states over, not far but still far
enough away for usto test our strength.

I’d offered to go with her and be with her until she went to her second destination, but
she asked me to stay behind and watch the shop instead. She explained that by going
with her, I’d make it that much harder for either one of usto leave. She wasn’'t wrong.
Even before | offered to join her, | knew it'd be impossible for me to walk away once
everything was said and done.



If not for the fact the store was practically bleeding money, | probably wouldn’'t have
come back at all. And now, with her gone, the shop needed my attention more than
ever.

My heart jumped whenever someone walked through the front doors. Cassidy hadn’t
used them in weeks, always parking out back, but | looked anyway. | looked because,
against all reason, | hoped she’ d come home for good.

It was a selfish thought and one that would likely pass in the coming weeks, but right
then, days after her departure, her absence was the only thing | could think about.
There was no

music coming from her place in the tower, no one standing at my side as | finished up
the inventory for the day, and no hand in mine as | locked up for the night.

Cassidy was gone, and no matter how hard | tried to reassure myself, my eyes burned
with tears that refused to fall.
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| missed her. | missed her laugh, her sweet smile, the warmth of her touch, and
everything in between. My chest ached whenever | thought about her, and my throat
threatened to close whenever | happened to ook at my phone.

One of the last things we did was take a picture together, a picture I’d set to the login
on my phone, that way | got to see her every single day, even when things got rough.
She was always there, in my mind, my heart, and just a short phone call away.

But | didn’t call, deciding it was best if | waited to hear from her instead.

Bridget kept tabs on where she was and all of her performances as | honestly couldn’t
bring myself to watch them on my own. | knew she was well and that she was still
out there doing shows as they made their way across the country. | could’ve flown
out to surprise her if | wanted, but a part of me knew 1’d end up in the same place I'd
aready been.

Here. In my shop. Thousands of miles away from her and feeling terribly alone.

“Get agrip,” | chided myself, opening and closing the register as | stared at a blank
computer screen. “You're acting like a lovesick teenager. You're an adult. Act like
it.”

Taking a breath, | calmed my nerves enough to walk into the back to get a new
shipment of books | could stock. The box wasn’'t anything like the one Cassidy

dropped off so many weeks ago, but it made me think of her anyway.

Man, I’d heard of instant love before, but thiswas ridiculous. | was surrounded by her



memory, of where she'd been and things she'd touched, making it all the more
difficult to concentrate on my work. | was used to the memories|

carried had because of my dad, but seeing Cassidy around every corner was surreal.

/>

| could imagine her in the lounge with a book in her lap, walking through the front
door with a coffee from up the street, and even hear her soft voice as it made its way
down from the tower. She was gone but still around all at the same time, my
memories of her playing out in vivid detail.

| couldn’t not think about her, and as | stocked the shelves, | smiled when my
fingertips brushed the spine of one of the books she’ d been reading before she | eft.

I’d actually restocked it on the shelf the day before, but for whatever reason, |
decided to pull it out and open up to where she'd left off. I’'m not sure why | didn’t
see it before, but there, stuffed in between the pages of the book, was a folded up note
meant just for me,

Smiling, | set the box of books off to the side and sat down, happily losing myself
between the fantasy and sci-fi sections of the store.

Reading is your escape, just as music is mine. Promise me you won't escape for too
long, though, because we' re about to go on an epic journey together.

That'sit. That's all shewrote, and yet | had the biggest grin on my face.

Hugging the piece of paper to my chest, | fought back the tears that burned my eyes,
then tucked the piece of paper in my pocket for safekeeping.



It was then | knew with absolute certainty that we'd get through this.

Together.

Chapter Eighteen

“Any word from Cassidy?’

My sister called as soon as | walked in the door, her voice sounding just as hopeful as
I’d been earlier.

Leaving my bag at the door, | made my way into the living room and collapsed on the
sofa. “Briefly. She called around noon, but not two minutes later, she had to go. |

think her manager kicked her off or something.”

“At least you know she got in safe. They probably have a lot of work to do before
tonight.”

My heart seized at that. Tonight was her first show, and again | wished I’d gone with
her to seeit. “I guess. It still sucks, though. If her calls are going to be like that—"

“Evie, it's only been a few days. You need to chill and let her do her job. You're
starting to sound like you're the young sister instead of me.” Her playful jab hurt
more than it usually would.

“Sorry. You'reright. I'’m just not used to this whole long distance thing.”

“Y ou mean the whole dating thing,” Bridget corrected me.

“It’ s been ages since you' ve been with someone more than a millisecond, but trust me
when | say that newness and need to be with her all the time will pass.”



| wasn't so sure about that.
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“Distance makes the heart grow fonder,” she said, likely batting her eyes in the
process.

“Or more lovesick.”

She released a breath loud enough for me to hear. “Okay, that’s enough. We need to
go out, like right now.”

“Now?’ | whined, glancing at the clock to check the time.

“It'samost eight. | don't fedl like it.” Not to mention there was no reason for me to
go out in thefirst place.

“You're feeling sorry for yourself. Cassidy made me promise not to let you get like
this.”

“She did? When?’ | didn’t hear her say that.

“She called. Yeah. | gave her my number that night at Ferdinand’s. It was actually so
she could call me once those keychains came in, but...” She trailed off Bridget
always did like her flashy merchandise. Granted, | never thought they’d talk to each
other on their own. “She knows you'’ re going to worry,” my sister said when | didn’t
speak up. “And as your baby sister, it's my job to look after you.”

| laughed at that. “I honestly don’t think I’ [l make the best company,” | warned her,
“but | am getting hungry. If you feel like dropping by, I'll order us apizza.”



“Give me fifteen and you' ve got yourself a deal.”

Going into work the following morning was alot harder than | expected. Between my
sister keeping me up until the dead of night and Cassidy not texting me until after I’d
gone to bed, my stomach was atwist of nerves and anxiety. | knew it was because it
was her first show since she went on break, one of which that sold out months in
advance, but | had to wonder if this was going to be our new normal. Would our calls
happen in tiny bursts, or would there come a time when she could actually sit down
and talk for more than afew minutes at atime?

It shouldn’t have worried me as much asit did, but in the end, | couldn’t help it.

Opening up the shop, | went right for the front of the store, completely ignoring the
staircase leading up to the tower. If | could avoid it, then maybe it would make my
day go by alittle faster.

That was the hope, anyway.

As soon as | unlocked the front doors and glanced at the wall of books, my heart
sank. One book was missing from the wall, the same book I’d found tucked away on
ashelf the day before. The same book Cassidy had been reading before she left.

| really should’ve put it back where it belonged. | honestly have no ideawhy | put it
in the fantasy section when it clearly had a spot up front. Maybe it was because |
wanted to keep it in the shop awhile longer, not that anyone would look at the wall of
books anyway.

Still, having it tucked away on arandom shelf instead of on display meant it was less
likely to get picked up.

Smiling, | rummaged in my pocket for the small note Cassidy had left for me. This



Wwas our journey, our heroes

guest, and just like any other journey, it'd have its ups and downs. This was just a
small dip in the road before things could improve. | was almost sure of it.

Feeling alittle better than when | first walked in, | sorted through the bit of inventory
| had yet to put away, then went back to check on any books that may have been
dropped off the night before. A small box of books sat outside the back door,
unnoticeable to even me when | first camein.

Studying the box, | frowned at the torn flap and the damp cardboard along the bottom
edge. Thankfully, the books inside were unharmed, but whoever dropped them off
clearly didn't care about what happened to them at al. The books weren't dropped
off by mistake, and as | took the book in my arms, | thought back to the box Cassidy
had left so many weeks ago.

It was hard to believe how far we'd come since then, moving from acquaintances to
friends, and finally to something more. Something | couldn’t put into words.

My nights were restless when she wasn't around, my heart sick with worry as |
wondered where she was and if she missed me as much as | missed her. Granted, she
had a lot of things to distract her, things that needed her attention way more than |
did. Things like her audience, interacting with the fans, and tiptoeing around her
manager.

| cringed at that. His first and only visit to the store left a bad taste in my mouith. |
understood why Cassidy kept him around, but deep down, | didn’'t trust him. | knew
as soon as he opened his mouth that he didn’t approve of what she did, but if it didn’t
bother her, then why did he care?

| wasn’t adanger to her. In fact, if anyone was the danger, it was him.



“Stop,” | scolded myself, gritting my teeth before my temper got the better of me.

God, | hated this. Her short phone calls, quick texts, and not seeing her warm smile. |
would’ ve done anything to see her beautiful face again, one not thrown around inside
avideo. No doubt a video had aready gone up from the night before, and as much as
| wanted to hear her sing and see she was okay, | couldn’t bring myself to do it.

So | dove into my work, stocking what | didn’t need to stock and rotating the books
on the front wall even though | hadn’t read a good one in months.

Once | was through, | finally headed up into the tower, stopping just inside the door
when my foot grazed the side of a box.

“Strange. That wasn't here before.”
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Kneeling down, | opened the flaps and caught myself before | could fall off balance.
There, inside the box, were the journals Cassidy had asked me to keep. I'd
completely forgotten about them. Between our night in the tower and her going on
tour, I’ d forgotten my promise to keep the journals safe.

She couldn’t take them on tour, and with her mother’s house cleaned out, there was
nowhere for them to go.

“She must’ ve left them here the other day,” | mused aloud, picking up the box before
walking it over to one of the sofas and sitting down.

She’'d gone up into the tower one last time before she left, but | always thought it was
because of something she forgot, not because of something she wanted to leave
behind.

Looking at the journals now and knowing who they were from, my fingers ached to
touch their spines, to open up to the front cover and trace the words, words | was
never supposed to read.

“It wouldn’t beright,” | told myself, but not even my heart agreed.

The journals were just one more connection to her, a way to ease my mind during
Cassidy’ s absence. But she didn’'t write them. It didn’t matter. She was the subject of

most of the entries. She' d said so hersalf.

So why was | hesitating?



Taking a breath, | fisted my hands to keep them from shaking. This isn’t right, a
small voice said in the back of my head.

| should've been downstairs doing my job. Instead, | was in the tower, balancing on
the edge of respecting a dead woman’s privacy and breaking all the rules just to read
more about her.

About Cassidy.

“She left those journals,” | texted Bridget, bouncing my knee as | waited for her
response.

“The ones from before?”

“Yeah. | kind of agreed to look after them while she's

gone.”

“But you want to read them.”

“Yeah...” | winced at the admission.

“Y ou respected her privacy before, so why not do the same

thing now?”’

“That was before | knew who they belonged to.” Before | knew they were hers.

“1’m going to go against what | said before. Leave them

alone. Put them somewhere safe and



then forget about them.

Besides, we have a bigger problem. Look.”

A second later, she sent me another text, one linking to a big news site. Knowing 1'd
regret it, | clicked on the link anyway, my heart dropping into my stomach once | did.

CASSIDY BLAKE, SINGER, SONGWRITER, AND...

DATING?

| picked up the phone and called my sister as | read over the first paragraph, my eyes
fixed on a photo of Cassidy and aman | didn’t know.

“Itisn't true,” | said, my voice wavering a bit.

“1 know that, but what about everyone else? We need to get ahead of this.”
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“And do what?’ | asked with atight laugh. “Go up on stage and profess my love for
her?” She'd never forgive me.

“Something like that. Y eah.”

| didn’t agree. Knowing how much Cassidy hated public appearances, | had a feeling
the article was as much a surpriseto me as it wasto her.

“What are you going to do?” my sister asked, pulling me from my thoughts, my
vision blurring with fresh tears.

“1 don’t know, but Il think of something.”

Chapter Nineteen

“Areyou dating HIM now?’

Okay, so maybe texting her with a copy of the photo wasn’t the best of ideas, but
when she didn’t pick up my calls, it was the only thing | could do. It isn’t her, |
reassured myself.

Cassidy wouldn’t do something like that. Not to me or anyone else.

As the minutes passed, the nerves in my stomach wound even tighter. Maybe it was
an accident. Maybe it was a one-time thing.

| shook my head, dismissing both possibilities altogether when my cell phone rang.



“Cassidy?’ | asked, coughing to move the air from my lungs. “Oh, thank god. | was
starting to worry.”

“I’m working through this mess,” she said, her words short and quick. “How about
you? Are you okay? | was hoping you wouldn’t see this and... well, do what you
did.”

“Freak out?” How could | not? “What' s going on? Who is he?’

“Those stupid reporters spun the story they wanted to tell.

It's as ssimple as that. And before you get upset over the fact that he's holding my
hand, that’s Joel.”

Jodl... Jodl. | frowned, thinking back to where I’d heard his name before. “Y our best
friend?” No wonder the two of them looked close!

“The one and only,” she said with relief. “David convinced me to get a shot with him
before we did the show last night.

After what you told me about being more open with my fans, | figured it couldn’t
hurt.”

“Until the mediagot toit.” | hadn’t read past the first paragraph, but if it was the kind
of article | thought it was, then someone must’ ve spoken to them directly. “But they
can't make up a story out of the blue.”

“No, they can’'t,” she agreed. This time when she spoke, there was no mistaking the
pain in her voice. “Y ou were right about him. Everything you said, it all makes sense.
He's never done anything like this before, but when | told him | wanted to be more
open, he suggested the photo. So much for an old dog changing his ways, right?’



“So what are we supposed to do now?’ | understood it was her public image that was
in jeopardy, but | still wanted her to know she wasn’t alone.

“You know how you said you’ d come and see me on tour?

Any chance we could move up the date atiny bit?’

My stomach churned, a big smile spreading across my face.

“1 can come this afternoon. Just let me get Brid—"

“She’'s coming too,” Cassidy cut in, amost laughing.

“She’d kill you if you asked her to stay behind.”

“True. Okay. Give me a few hours to wrap things up, then we'll get on the next
flight.”

“I’ll have the tickets waiting for you.”
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Halfway down the steps, | hesitated. “ Cassidy, [—”
“Consider it our first anniversary gift.”

“Our first?” | asked, placing my hand on the railing so | wouldn’t fall. “But we've
only—"

“Been dating a few weeks. | know. But we've been friends for longer, so let's
celebrate that.”

Breathing a little easier now, | gave her a nod before realizing she couldn’t see me.
“Okay, but | get to pay the next time we go out to dinner.”

“You've got yourself adeal.”

After a nerve-wracking flight with my sister rambling the entire way, we finally
reached Cassidy’s hotel. Large white pillars stood before us, making the hotel ook
like a museum more than anything else. The front doors opened once we got close,
the hotel opening up with a tall ceiling and a pair of spiral staircases positioned to
either side of the reception desk.

“Man. How much do you think it costs per night to stay here,” Bridget asked, her
eyes fixed on the beautiful chandelier hanging several floors above our heads.

“More than | make in a month, probably.” Reaching the desk, | was about to ask the
receptionist to announce our arrival when afamiliar face caught my eye.



“Evie?’ His voice wasn't nearly as deep as I'd expected from his photo, but Joel’s
smile was more than enough reassurance for me to step away from the desk.

“Joel,” | said with a smile, joining him along with my sister on the far side of the
lobby. “I recognize you from the photo.”

My voice wasn't as cheerful as |’ d hoped.

“Nice to see I’'m not the only one who's upset with this mess. My boyfriend’ s been an
absolute wreck! Cassidy too.

You can’t begin to understand what this is doing to her. She was up first thing this
morning and has been working nonstop trying to fix it.”

“Let me guess, they won't take back what they said because of the whole freedom of
speech,” Bridget said, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Pretty much. The way Cassidy sees it is this. In order to rectify the damage the
media has done, you' || need to go up on stage with her.”

“Me?’ | asked, the word barely leaving my lips. “But she

“Doesn’'t want something like this to happen ever again.
Come on. She' swaiting for you both upstairs.”
My excitement to see Cassidy only lasted a few minutes. As soon as she mentioned

having me onstage, my heart dropped into the pit of my stomach. Her lips continued
to move but hell if | heard any of it. It felt as though I'd gone far enough into the



mountains for my earsto pop, only | hadn’t done it yet.

Taking a breath, | concentrated on whatever she was or wasn't saying, releasing a
sigh of relief once | finally heard her voice.

“It'll befine,” she said, placing her hands on my shoulders.

“I'll be with you the entiretime.”

“It's not the audience I’ m worried about,” | squeaked, taking a shaky breath when she
tilted her head to the side.

The announcement she wanted to make was one | didn’t expect to happen for months,
or possibly years from now.

It wasn't a proposal, but considering our options, it was pretty close.

“David,” she said with a nod, offering me a small smile before walking me over to
one of the sofas. “Thisisn’'t his decision.”

“Are you talking about the announcement or about us?’

Because right then, it sounded like allittle bit of both.
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She shrugged. “Both. He's been my cornerstone and my confidant for years, but I'm
slowly starting to realize | need more than one person on my team.” She looked at me
and my sister. “I need all of you.”

“We're a three-legged table,” Joel said with a laugh, causing me to do the same. “I
know you’ ve threatened to throw me into the back of your van, but surely I'm more

important than a piece of furniture.”

“Very important,” Cassidy agreed. She brushed my hair from in front of my eyes and
caressed my cheek. “I know I’'m asking alot, but | can’'t do this without you.”

“What about me?’ Bridget asked, standing beside me. “If you need an extra bouncer,
just say the word.”

| laughed at the thought of my sister kicking folks out of the audience. “That’ Il be the
day.”

Cassidy smiled, then said, “I want you close by for support.
For Evie. She'll need you while | sing.”
“I’ll be there,” Bridget promised, giving my shoulder a squeeze.

“We both will,” Joel agreed, standing between them. “And if anyone gives you the
side-eye, they’ll get anice shot of my

bum.”



“Now | see why Cassidy likesyou,” | said with asmile.

“Y ou have such away with words.”

“I try.”

“You okay? Cassidy asked once Joel and Bridget stepped away to give us some
privacy. “If I’m asking too much—"

“No, it'sokay. It's just unexpected.”

“1 know, and if not for that article, we would’ ve had months to prepare for something
like this. You need to know | never want to push you into anything. | hate what they
wrote about me and Joel, but | can handle it if you're too uncomfortable to go up
there with me. If this causes us to move things along too soon, just say the word and
I’ll back off.”

She was giving me an out, one I'd gladly take if not for our current circumstances.
Taking her handsin mine, | managed a smile, then lay my head on her shoulder.

“I'm ready.”

The thought of getting in front of thousands of people was unnerving at best.
Standing backstage with Joel at my side, | had a feeling he was just as nervous as |
was.

He hadn’t said more than a handful of words since we left the hotel room, and each
time he did, it was just so he could check and see how | was doing. No doubt he had
the same fears running through his mind, ones involving the rumors that had already
spread and what Cassidy planned to do in order to fix them.



One shot of him and Cassidy was al it took to turn our worlds upside down. Out of
al the years I’d wanted to go backstage with a celebrity, this wasn’'t what | had in
mind.

The floorboards under my feet shook from the vibrations of Cassidy’s opening act.
The cheers and applause outside made me half-sick, and the fact Cassidy’s manager
was stalking somewhere nearby only made matters worse.

Cassidy managed to put him to the back of her mind, but she wasn’'t the one standing
backstage, just outside his

peripheral vision.

“Forget about him,” Joel said, placing a kind hand on my shoulder. “He has no say in
this.”

| managed a small laugh. “Y ou should’ ve seen how he acted in my store.” | shook my
head at that, dismissing the topic atogether when | heard Cassidy mention Joel’s
name. Any minute now, she’d call me out on stage to... what? | honestly wasn’t sure,
but a public show of affection probably wasn't it.

Bridget would've died if it was, but | had a feeling Cassidy would give her
announcement, maybe take my hand, then go on with her show. That’s what | hoped
she'd do, anyway. | honestly couldn’t stomach more than that. Not with so many
people watching us.

It wasn't that | was ashamed. It was the complete opposite, but I’ d never done well in
front of alarge group. My hands shook at the thought. | shoved them in my pockets

and hoped no one noticed.

“You're probably wondering about the article that's been going around this



morning,” Cassidy’s voice radiated from the stage, pulling me from my thoughts. “I
want you all to know it isn’'t true. The man in that photo is a very good friend of
mine, but | also know it's hard to believe me when there are rumors spreading all
over the place. Because of this, I'm putting my girlfriend in a very uncomfortable
situation, so you’' d better thank her for it. Evie, come on out, hon.”

My cheeks burned at the mention of my name, my heart pounding in my chest as |
slowly looked around the curtain. A thousand eyes were looked onstage, some of
them spotting me before | had a chance to move from my hiding place.
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“1 can go with you,” Joel offered, placing a comforting hand on my back. He forced a
smile when | looked at him, his ears as pink as my cheeks probably were.

“1t’s okay. Only one of us should suffer through this.
Besides, you aready got yours,” | said, referring to the photo.

“Yeah, but that was a quick snapshot. This is, well...” He blew out a breath and
shook his head. “I don’t know why I’'m

arguing with you. Y ou go on ahead.”

His tight laugh made me smile, and after giving him a quick hug, | managed to make
my way toward the front of the stage.

The audience erupted with applause as soon as | walked on stage, the gown I'd
brought with me feeling terribly small in the large room. It was the same gown I'd
worn to Ferdinand’ s and one | hoped would be acceptable for something like this.

Of course, as soon as | glanced at the front seats, every single one of them full, it felt
as though | wasn’t wearing anything at al.

Their eyes burned right through my dress, seeing the nervous, small-town girl | truly
was.

Cassidy reached for my hand before my nerves got the better of me, taking me in her
arms amoment later to shield me from the cameras that were pointed in our direction.



“You look lovely,” she said, the warmth of her voice sending a shiver down my
spine.

“But you've already seen this,” | said, nervoudly fixing the edge of my gown.

“That doesn't mean | don't like it,” she said, kissing me on the cheek before finally
facing the crowd. “Y ou ready for this?’ she asked, her question directed at me.

“Asready as|’ll ever be,” | said, squinting at the bright spotlight when | happened to
look inits direction.

Taking the microphone from its stand, Cassidy held it in one hand while taking my
hand in the other. “I want to introduce you to Evie. Now, our story isn't the usual girl
meets girl, girl likes girl, girl goes out with girl. No. Our story is a slow burn, one
that’ s just beginning.”

“It actually started in a bookstore,” | said with a laugh, surprised when my voice
actually worked.

“And me dropping off a box of books by accident,” Cassidy added. “If you've ever
lost a loved one, then you probably know how hard it is to sort through the bits and
pieces they leave behind. | didn’t realize how difficult it was until a month

or so ago. It’s as gut-wrenching as it sounds, and sometimes we make mistakes.”
“Happy mistakes.”

Cassidy nodded in agreement. “I used to live in a small town, and in that town, there
have always been two used bookstores. Exhausted from cleaning out my mother’s

stuff, I simply took a box labeled books without looking into it first, then dropped it
off at Evie's place. It wasn't until | got back to my hotel room when | realized the



mistake I'd made. I'd dropped off a lot of things that day, so | couldn’t remember
where | left the box of books.”

“But | knew they were important,” | joined in. “So | set them aside in case the owner
returned.”

“And | did, one day later and completely out of my mind.”

She blew out a long breath, then brushed the hair from in front of her face. “These
last several weeks have been nothing but chaos. | was stressed, angry for not having
enough time to sort through everything, and anxious to get back here in front of you.

| don’'t usually talk about my feelings because | figure that isn’t why you're here, but
Evie convinced me that being more open about my work would make it more
enjoyable for each of you. After what happened with that article, well... I'm probably
being more open then | probably should.”

The audience awwed and cheered, some of them calling out her name with things like
‘you rock’ or ‘we're here for you, Cassidy.’

The audience’ s support made me smile, and when she took me in her arms again, her
words were strained with tears.

“Thank you,” she said, burying her head in my hair. “I know how hard this must be.”
“It was,” | admitted, holding her close, “but it’s aso kind of fun. That doesn’t mean |
want to do it again tomorrow night, but...” | shrugged and left it at that, kissing her

on the cheek before finally letting her go. “I’ll be backstage if you need me.”

“Don’'t go far,” she called after me, her voice carrying over the speakers.



“1 wouldn’t dream of it.” Getting to see Cassidy live? Y es, please!
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As Cassidy basked in the spotlight, | couldn’'t help but smile. This was where she
belonged, where she’'d always belong regardless of what happened between us. She
was in her element, and as she slowly played a handful of cords from one of my
favorite songs, | found myself looking back on the journals and the long history
behind them.

Cassidy never mentioned Laura or how she was Cassidy’s inspiration to sing in the
first place. Instead, she ssmply played her music and let the audience think whatever
they wanted, her form swaying back and forth to the mel ody.

Seeing her with her silhouette highlighted in a white glow, my heart filled with
warmth. She wasn’t kidding when she said she could fly. As | watched her sing and
dance across the stage, there was no mistaking just how happy she truly was.

And that makes two of us.

Epilogue

Once David' s contract was up, things got infinitely better.

They were so good, in fact, that months later, we divided our time between her
visiting the shop and me joining her on tour.

It was a strange routine, but it was ours, and with Bridget’s help, | was able to leave
the store for weeks at atime.

In the end, | added the ereaders along with a cafe to the lower level of the store. It



wasn't something I’d wanted but if it meant keeping the store alive, then it was way
better than the alternative. Cassidy offered to help, but | couldn’t stand the thought of
her working two jobs just because | refused to change.

So | did, and once we made the shop our own, Bridget was more than happy to share
it with me.

Walking into the shop one Friday afternoon, | just about had a heart attack when |
walked right into Charlie, the bright orange dragon. My sister must’ ve set him up the
night before, clearly getting akick out of my tiny scare as she chuckled from her spot
up front.

“Can | ask why he'shere?’ | called up toward the front

of the store, removing my coat before draping it over one arm.

“You could' ve killed me.”

“Which would’ ve been areal shame considering who's here.”

Someone' s here? We weren't supposed to open for another half an hour.

Fighting back my nerves, | hurried toward the front, my smile as wide as it could go.
“You're early,” | said with surprise, throwing my arms around Cassidy as soon as |

was within range. “I thought your flight wasn't due for afew hours.”

“That’s what we wanted you to think,” Bridget said with a huge grin on her face.
“That was a later flight, but not the one we picked.”

We? “Do either one of you want to tell me what's going on?’ Not only was Charlie
hanging right inside the back door but there were streamers hanging all over the front



of the store as well. “Please tell me you two aren’t trying to do one of those grand re-
openings.”

Bridget loved a good party, but all | could think about was the rush of people and the
half-empty coffee cups they left behind. I’d be stuck in the shop for hours trying to
clean up after the fact. Considering the fact Cassidy was in town after weeks of being
away, | had better things to do with my time.

“Oh, we should really do that,” Bridget said, her smile never leaving her face.

“But thisisn't it?’ | asked nervoudly, looking right at Cassidy who wore the same
grin my sister did. “What have you done, and why is no one telling me about it?’

“Do you know what today is?’ Cassidy asked, taking my coat before handing it off to
my sister.

“Friday?’ With so much going on, | wasn’t sure what she expected me to say.

“Ten months ago, | walked through those doors,” Cassidy said, gently kissing me on
thelips. “1 was an absolute mess and a complete stranger to you.”

“Ten months?’ Had it really been that long?

Cassidy offered me a nod, then continued. “1 could’ ve gone to the other shop, but |
came here. Then you gave me your card. I've been in this store countless times since
| was akid, but coming here because of those journalsis one of the happiest mistakes
I’ve ever made.”

Oh god. She wasn't going to...

Cassidy took my hand in hers and rummaged in her pocket for a small black box.



Oh my god, sheis!
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“Your shop, the one you carried for your father for so long, lead me to you. And that,
love, isthe greatest gift of all.

Evelyn Samantha Lane, will you marry me?’

“Yes!” my sister cried out, covering her mouth with both hands when | glared in her
direction. “Sorry,” she whispered, her face asred asit could go.

“1 know | have her blessing,” Cassidy said with a laugh,

“but what do you say?’ She held a beautiful band between us, one made of white
gold with Celtic designs carved into it. “If I’'m moving too fast, just—"

| throw my arms around her and kissed her on the lips.

Hard.

With my heart pounding in my chest and the entire room turning sideways, |
somehow managed to catch my breath enough to say the one thing she needed to hear
from me most of all.

“Yes,” | squeaked astears slowly ran down my cheeks. “ Of course, I' [l marry you!”

She dlipped the band on my finger, then took me in her arms, kissing me back as the
store went in and out of focus.

“Of al the memories | have in this shop,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes,



“this oneisthe greatest one of all. | love you, Evie”

“l love you too, and if you'll have me, I'll stand by you forever.”

“That’s al I've ever wanted.”

“Okay,” my sister said from the sidelines, walking up to us with a box of tissues she
had to use. “If we're all done crying, | think it’s about time we opened the store.”

Looking to Cassidy, | took her hand in mine and said,

“Should we retreat to the tower?”

Cassidy smiled, then looked at my sister.

Reminding me of our mother, Bridget threw her arms in the air and sighed. “Go.
You'll be of no useto me down here. | also don’'t need to see all that mushy stuff.”

“Admit it, you likeit,” | said, batting my eyes at her.
“No, I like it when you're happy,” she corrected me, throwing her arms around both
of us before going to unlock the front door. “Just keep it down up there, will ya? |

don’t want our customersto get any ideas.”

“We'll lock the door,” | promised, taking Cassidy’s hand in mine before hurrying to
the back of the store.

“And we'll be quiet asadormouse,” Cassidy called back over her shoulder.

“You'd better, because if | hear one peep out—"



My sistered released a loud groan, then went about her work, opening the shop as
Cassidy and | retreated into the tower.

Together.



