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Praise for Cara Bastone’s rom-coms!

‘Cara Bastone handles grief with an unflinchingly tender touch, reminding us that life goes on and love never dies. This story is tucked inside my heart for good’

Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author

‘Flawlessly crafted and deeply emotional, Promise Me Sunshine grabbed hold of my heart from the very first page and didn’t let go. I was laughing, sobbing, and everything in between. The story left me breathless and stayed with me long after I reached The End’

Amy Ewing, New York Times bestselling author

‘Bastone delivers on this truly heartwarming, funny, and real story. Come for the dog bar, stay for the special, slow-burn romcom’

Abby Jimenez, New York Times bestselling author

‘Ready or Not is the very definition of the perfect slow burn, friendsto-lovers romance. Cara Bastone’s voice is wholly unique and sparkles with effervescence and joy. I savored every page’

KJ Dell’Antonia, New York Times bestselling author

‘An absolute treasure of a book! Cara Bastone gives readers a gift, and pays humanity a compliment, with this warmly witty, profoundly tender story of a love that makes the world bigger and better. One of the most emotionally satisfying romances I’ve read in years’

Joanna Lowell

‘A wholehearted meditation on all kinds of love, this novel is pure joy’

Annabel Monaghan

‘With loads of humor, lovable characters, and a first kiss that will leave you flushed and breathless, Ready or Not is a delightfully romantic story that celebrates modern love and the excitement of the unexpected. Readers will adore Cara Bastone’s joyful, swoony novel!’

Amy Poeppel

‘Cara Bastone is one of the most talented writers in the romance genre today. With her signature blend of heart, humor, and honesty, Cara’s books remind you that the best stories begin and end with hope’

Lyssa Kay Adams




About the Author

Cara Bastone is a full-time writer who lives and writes in Brooklyn with her husband, son and an almost-golden doodle. Her goal with her work is to find the swoon in ordinary love stories. She’s been a fan of the romance genre since she found a grocery bag filled with her grandmother’s old Harlequin Romance books when she was in high school. She’s a fangirl for pretzel sticks, long walks through Prospect Park, and love stories featuring men who aren’t hobbled by their own masculinity.

To find out more, visit carabastone.com or follow Cara on X @carabastone and Instagram @carabastone.
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For my mom and dad, who always answer the phone, and who never seem to tire of reminding me that I am resilient.

And for San Telmo, which gave me something to draw when I needed it the most.




Drawing is the clarification of thought.

—HENRI MATISSE

In earlier times I used to draw the thing seen; now I see the thing drawn.

—BRIDGET RILEY

Draw Antonio, draw Antonio.

Draw, and don’t waste time.

—MICHELANGELO




No Matter What




One

Is now a good time to mention that my husband has been leaving me in increments (first the far side of the bed, then the guest room, and now, apparently, his own apartment) and I’m not taking it well?

Lease start date August 15.

Join me here, in my kitchen, with a glass of wine that’s somehow found its way into my trembling hand, staring at this sheaf of paper I’ve just discovered, that my husband has pinned to the kitchen counter with a twenty-eight-ounce can of diced tomatoes.

So.

He’s moving out.

What the fuck do we do with this? If you’re like me, you might be asking yourself this very question.

Well, what the fuck do I do with it?

I set my wine down.

The fact that he’s chosen a twenty-eight-ounce can of diced tomatoes to pin that lease to the counter suddenly feels a bit like a gauntlet.

Because, when my world is crumbling, I feed people.

Actually, when my world is gorgeous and peachy and shining with the light of a thousand Instagram filters, I feed people.

Can you guess the pattern?

I feed people!

He could have chosen a twelve-ounce can. He could have left it on the counter with nothing holding it in place.

He could have not left the lease out at all and relayed this information with words and eye contact, but no, who am I kidding, this is Vin we’re talking about here.

Twenty-eight ounces? Game on.

I take the can and leave the lease. I don my second-favorite striped apron. The one that makes me feel like Queen Martha Stewart. I’ve never diced onions into neater squares. Never once peeled garlic with such speed. When they hit the hot oil in the pot, they sear with such a satisfying hiss I grin like the devil.

And now. For the fun part. I grab the diced tomatoes off the counter. The lease immediately skates a foot to the side in the breeze from our kitchen window. Every crank of the opener feels like cracking open the door to a room I’m not permitted to enter. The can pops open and I feel I’ve done something almost naughty. I’m supposed to be crying over these tomatoes, right?

Surely not simmering them.

I watch until they bubble on the stove.

Holding the immersion blender in one hand, I rev it in the air, yes, like that one murderer with the chain saw in those movies I’ve never actually seen. And then the sauce gets it. I’m turning those tomatoes to velvet in that pot. My hand slips on the immersion blender and tomato sauce paints a zebra stripe across the counter. And the lease.

A splash of red across the death certificate.

I season and simmer and stir. When the scent grows heady and rich and layered, when there’s nothing left to do but clean up the kitchen, when the wine is gone but the tremble in my hand is not, I pick up the lease from the counter and fasten it to the fridge door like all of our to-do lists. Step one: get a divorce. Step two: buy mushrooms.

There’s the unmistakable scrunch of keys in our apartment door. I reach out and swipe the stripe of sauce off the lease with one finger. It leaves a stain behind.

Vin steps into our apartment. I turn to him, just a normal woman in an apron.

He’s got an intensely determined, did-she-see-it-yet look on his face. He’s breathing hard. His endlessly green eyes dart from the empty kitchen counter to the fridge door and then to my face.

I lick the sauce off my finger.

“Sauce is on the stove if you’re hungry.”

One hand on the doorknob still, he looks again from the lease to me. I wait, interminably, for him to say anything.

And then he turns, and he walks back out, closing the door behind him, like he’d never even been there.

She was pretty.

She had a flower on her sweater. I don’t know what kind. Not a real one. Part of the fabric. Actually it might have just been a shirt. Not a sweater. Why am I so bad at this?

She was pretty. Her smile. Her mouth. But mostly her eyes. When she smiled. Dark eyes. Friendly. That’s what I remember. About the first time I ever saw her.

Imagine there’s a world in which you just happen to know the address of the apartment your husband is moving into on August fifteenth. Imagine that address is Nine Five Four East 12th Street, apartment 9J.

And look, you’re you. You’re not me, but I suppose some of you, in your version of this imaginary world, don’t Google Maps that apartment building and imagine him arriving there, after work, with those tired eyes he gets, and some of you, probably, would be like, Screw him! and fair, that’s fair, but I might be kind of, sort of, dropping a pin on this location with cold, stiff fingers.

And that’s that! Mystery solved, okay? Now I know where it is and I don’t have to wonder about it anymore.

I am wondering who in God’s name is going to drop my compost off at the drop-off point on Sunday mornings. Because one of the best parts of forming a partnership with someone is divvying up all the crap you didn’t want to do in the first place.

And now he wants to undivvy? We already divvied! You can’t take back a divvy!

I’m saved from myself—and this moment, and getting lost in a perpetual loop of trying to make the word divvy sound like an actual word again (do I have bad taste or would that make a really cute baby name? [for someone else’s baby, of course])—by a text from my erratic but brilliant custom framing guy.

Frame is ready. Leaving for Montreaux in half an hour. You can get it next week if you can’t make it.

His name is, I kid you not, St. Michel, and he does extremely fine, shockingly cheap work but his shop does not keep regular hours and occasionally he’ll keep your project hostage for a year. And I definitely need this framed portrait now. It’s Vin’s mother’s birthday gift, and her birthday is in two days.

On my way!

I turn off the heat, put a lid on the sauce, shove my feet into running shoes (because I’ll need them), and jog out the door. I skid from one bus to another and then sprint the last two blocks to the shop. I’m forty feet away when I see him step out onto the sidewalk with a rolly bag.

“St. Michel! I’m here!”

He turns, his silver hair hidden under a beanie even though it’s seventy degrees outside. I make it to his side and sag against the bricks of his building, panting, melting, trying very hard not to puke on his, surely, cobbled shoes.

“Darling,” he says with a frown. “What is this look?”

Look, I’m not high-fashion, but normally I can throw a silhouette together. I’m on the shorter side, with dark hair I keep in bangs straight down to my eyebrows and a pair of, admittedly, gigantic glasses. I have—if not style—a style. And let’s just say it doesn’t normally include bike shorts, knee socks, a sweatshirt, running shoes, and my hair in a pile on my head.

“Well, I didn’t have much warning before I left the house!” I have my hands on my hips and a scowl on my face. St. Michel responds positively to light derision.

“Right, right. Your project. Let’s go.” He keys us into his darkened shop and we walk straight back to the work area. It smells like freshly sawn wood and polyurethane. He doesn’t bother flipping on the lights.

He hands me a brown paper package, eleven by fourteen, and when my fingers close around it, they start to tingle.

“Open, open!” he demands. “I have a flight.”

Normally I’d be peeling back the tape and inspecting his work. The first time I ever did this was to make sure I’d gotten what I’d paid for. Every time since then has simply been to make him preen with compliments because his work is just that good. But now, the weight of the frame in my hands, I’m suddenly remembering which photo he’s framed and I just can’t do it. I can’t look at that right now.

“I don’t want to make you late!” I say instead, and head back out through the shop. “What’s in Montreaux?” I ask as he relocks the shop and drags his bag to the curb, his hand already in the air for a cab.

“Montreaux,” he responds, as if I’m absurd for even asking.

“Just going to sightsee?”

A cab pulls up and St. Michel walks around to the back and pulls open the trunk. He tosses his bag in and turns to look at me, hands on his hips. “What is going on with you?” His eyes are narrowed.

I don’t usually make small talk in knee socks while I wait to wave goodbye to him on the street.

It’s possible I’m coming off a little wrecked.

And he’s just such a handsome older man. With his one silver tooth and vintage peacoat. I once ran into him on a Tuesday morning drinking an aperitif at an outdoor café and eating oysters. On a Tuesday morning! He’s a man of the world with a sharp and realistic view on life, and maybe that’s why I clutch the package to my chest and say my worst fear.

“My husband is moving out. I think I might be getting a divorce.”

My eyes fill and he disappears into a blur of light and color.

Something cold touches my face and then again. I dash my tears away and realize that a light drizzle has started up.

The cabdriver calls something terse out the passenger-side window and St. Michel waves a dismissive hand toward him. And then he’s there, right in front of me. He puts one finger under my chin, a light, friendly touch.

“Darling,” he says.

I’m rapt.

He’s about to say something medicinal and necessary, I can feel it.

“Divorce is fine.”

“Oh . . .”

And then he kisses me brusquely on the cheek and waves his hand over his head as he walks back to the cab and slides away down the street.

“Okay,” I say to myself. “So . . .”

The bus stop is two blocks away and the brown paper around my package is already starting to dampen from the drizzle.

Mad dash home! is the logical train of thought, probably.

But . . . here’s the thing about having memorized the address of the apartment that your husband is moving into on August fifteenth . . . here’s the thing about having put it into Google Maps . . . and having pinned it on the map . . . it beats like a blinking cursor on the map in your head.

Which is what is happening to me. Right this very second.

The rain is increasing from a drizzle to a more insistent pitter-patter, enough that I see a drip form at the end of my bangs. This package is not going to survive if I keep standing on the curb in front of St. Michel’s shop.

I can’t keep standing still. I have to move.

So I shove the package under my sweatshirt as best I can and start to run. In the direction of the bus stop, and home. Within moments my socks and shoes are soaked. It’s dumping rain now, and a buffet of wind tosses a sheet of water onto me from the side. There’s the bus stop at the end of the block!

Here it is!

There it goes!

I keep running right on past.

In front of me, cars slice a gigantic puddle in half. The light changes, I jump the puddle, scamper across the street, there’s rain down my back. This is such a bad idea that the universe is attempting to stop me in my tracks with bodily discomfort. But I’ve chosen belligerence. I press on.

There’s a yellow awning up ahead and I sprint.

I make it there and huddle up onto the single stair, out of the worst of the downpour.

Nine Five Four. The enormous metal numbers leer down at me.

It’s a brick building, this new address of Vin’s. I can’t see, because the rain has turned the world gray and opaque, but I bet there are flowers on the windowsills. Probably someone upstairs plays grand piano with their window open on the sunny days. There is probably a band of plucky and precocious children who knock on the doors of their neighbors to deliver the kugel their mothers have just made too much of.

This is clearly the most charming apartment building in all five boroughs and I hate it.

I’m just about finished cursing it, about to drag my soggy ass back into the pouring rain, when the foggy glass door behind me comes open an inch and shunts me back onto the street, out of the cover of the awning.

“Honey, come in! Come in!” a voice says behind me.

There’s rain sliding down the back of my neck, wetting my eyelashes, dripping off my ears.

Come in? As in enter the premises? Of Nine Five Four?

Unthinkable.

“Come in!” she says again, and this time she grips my wrist and tugs. All my aforementioned belligerence washes away into meek obedience. Maybe I’m too soaked? Maybe she’s just the right amount of bossy? I stumble through the door and gasp with relief when I step into a warm, dry hallway. The door slams shut behind me.

“Are you Miri?” she asks.

I wipe at my glasses and turn to see my savior. She’s got big brown eyes and a long gray braid spiraled into a crown on her head. She’s wearing a cashmere sweater set and New Balance sneakers.

“Oh. No, I’m Roz.”

“Ah. Well. We’re waiting on Miri.” She cracks the door and sticks her head out, peering through the torrential rain. She ducks back in and shrugs. “They sent me to wait here for participants but with this rain . . . We always lose a few on the first day anyhow. People sign up but don’t end up showing. Come on, then.”

Her voice is so full of authority that I almost take a step after her. “Sorry, I . . . I’m not signed up.” I actually don’t know what this is. Isn’t this an apartment building?

She stops and beckons me. “It’s raining. At least come sit. I think there are towels in the classroom.”

As I follow her down the hallway (hardwood floors and a mop bucket off to one side, a cheerily flickering line of lights along the wall, rows of doors with nameplates instead of numbers), I see that this is a mixed-use building. We pass a dermatologist’s office, a therapist, a door that just says MR. GREG in all caps, and then, finally, on to the only open doorway in the hallway.

She disappears through and I peek in after her. It’s bright and merry in there. Ten or so people chatting and milling. Ah. I see. It’s a figure drawing class. They’re setting up their easels in a circle, sharpening pencils, flipping gigantic sheets of paper to the clean side. In the middle of the circle is a midtwenties man with spiky black hair and a terry-cloth robe to his knees. He’s sitting on a wooden platform, leaning on his palms and yawning hugely.

“Miri? Hi, I’m Daniel. The instructor,” a man says from next to me in the doorway. He’s middle-aged, trim brown beard and friendly eyes, just an inch or two taller than I am.

“No. This is Roz,” calls the older woman as she digs through a big set of drawers in the corner. “I’m calling Miri as a no-show.”

The man smiles fondly at her. “Esther is our registrar.”

“Ah.”

Esther pads back to me, hand towel in tow. “Here you go, love.”

After a moment’s consideration, I pull the packaged frame out from under my sweatshirt, which makes both Esther and the man laugh in surprise. Then I gratefully take the towel and scrunch at my hair, wipe off my soaking wet legs.

“If you wanted to stay and warm up,” Daniel the instructor says, “you could take the class. We’re not at capacity, you know.”

“Oh.” I’m completely befuddled by this suggestion.

Doesn’t he know that I haven’t picked up a pencil to draw since middle school? Doesn’t he see that I’m soaking wet and need to go home and change into my fuzzy slippers? And most importantly, that I’m only here because I’m creeping on my husband’s new address and under no circumstances was I actually supposed to enter this building?

He’s looking at me expectantly and all I’ve said is “Oh.”

I try again. “Um . . .”

I attempt to summon all that sauce-making ferocity from earlier this evening. Unfortunately, I’m only coming up with the sort of exhaustion you get when you realize you might be about to start your entire life from scratch.

His eyebrows rise in a friendly way. “Lots of beginners in the class.”

“Right.”

“’Scuse me,” says a deep voice at my back.

I jump to the side and a man who, I shit you not, looks exactly like Aladdin, is grinning, dripping wet, peering down at me from under a raincoat.

“Sorry!”

“No worries.” He gives me a lingering, seashell-white smile; he has friendly eyes and floppy black hair. As he walks past me, he pulls his hood down and I get a whiff of his scent. He smells like Louis Vuitton’s rich Gen Z grandson.

“Lauro!”

“Laur-oh!”

“It’s my man.”

The class has perked up immensely at this man’s presence and he makes his rounds, bussing cheeks, giving daps, and finally, one enormous hug to the model, who doesn’t seem to mind embracing a sopping wet raincoat.

“So, Roz.” Daniel checks his watch and then looks down at my feet, neatly lined up in the hallway, while my head peeks around the doorway. “In or out. Class is about to start and we keep the door closed during session out of respect for our model.”

“I’m not signed up . . .” I say again, uselessly, as if it will stop time and prevent any sort of decision from needing to be made. I could just drip on this doorstep into infinity, enjoying the vibes and risking nothing.

“First one’s free.” He winks but then jolts as Esther pops up from nowhere.

“No, it’s not,” she says. “But if you decide to sign up you can pay later.”

“I don’t have any supplies . . .”

“We have plenty extra lying around,” Daniel insists.

“I’m soaking wet . . .”

“Live with it?” he suggests, and I laugh.

It looks so warm and bright in there. The people, each very different from the next, seem to know one another well. The air is rich with charcoal and wax and paper. This is how some people spend an early Friday evening in June.

Esther fans every imaginable shade of colored pencils in front of me. “Pick a color,” she says sternly.

Sometimes, someone tells you to do something and you just do it. Which is how I find myself with a forest-green colored pencil in my hand and a pad of paper on my lap. Daniel’s gone to find an easel for me, so I’m sitting on a free stool and trying not to draw attention to myself. Even though I’m soaking wet and wearing knee socks and the only person not chatting freely with someone else.

Glancing up at the model in the robe (peeling a banana and still doing some pre-class chitchat), I figure I better quickly check and see if there is some sort of prodigious hidden talent I’m about to unearth. Perhaps the universe has plunked me on this wobbly stool for a reason.

But, yeah, just as I thought. No. No, I’m not secretly amazing at drawing. The model, wiry and vivacious in real life, is reduced to a lumpy, squat little alienoid on my paper.

What am I even doing here?

“Oh. That’s wonderful.” I startle and turn to see Daniel, easel in hand, peering at my paper. “So, I see you already have an established drawing practice!” he says.

“Absolutely not,” I say.

He laughs and then studies my drawing again. “Well, then you’re just naturally talented.”

Either he’s seeing something I’m not or he’s a hell of a salesman. I narrow my eyes. “Are we looking at the same blob?”

He laughs. “No, seriously. Most newbies drawing the figure . . . they just try to copy exactly what they’re seeing and put it down on the page. But look, what you’re doing with Alan . . . you’re building him part by part. Constructing him. As an idea, not a likeness. Not easy to do with a stubby colored pencil. Very cool.” He gives me a double thumbs-up. Someone calls his name and he leaves me there with the empty easel and a possibly terrible drawing on my lap.

My toe hits one wet corner of the packaged frame resting on the floor and the paper wrinkles accusingly. I wince and gather it up, clutching it against my chest.

What would it be like to have the chutzpah to just start a new life? To be someone who goes to drawing class on Friday nights with a roomful of strangers? What would it be like to be brave enough to even wonder about life without Vin?

I don’t find the answer.

Because I want my old life back, not a new hobby. Because I’ve failed at marriage and I don’t know if I can handle being bad at one more thing.

I’m on my feet and meeting Daniel at the door to the classroom, where he’s about to close it up and start class.

“I really have to go,” I whisper.

“Sure,” Daniel says easily. “In that case . . .” He gestures for me to step out into the hallway. At the last second, he pokes his head back out into the hall and catches my eye. “I’m closing this, but door’s always open. I mean, again, not literally, because like I said we keep it closed during class. But if you want to come back. Come back. Okay. Get home safe.”

And then the door is closed in my face and the light dims accordingly.

I walk back down the hallway toward the rain. Because the framed photo is beating like a heart on its last few pumps. Because I really don’t think I can try something new when everything old in my life is dying.

I waited a week before I asked Raff about her. No, wait, I should tell about the night I first saw her. But we weren’t together yet. So maybe that part doesn’t matter. Whatever. I waited a week. That’s probably what she would say was the important part.

(What do you think is the most important part?)

I really, honestly, don’t know how to tell this story. It’s supposed to be the story of how we met, right? That’s the assignment.

(Start at the beginning.)

Which beginning? She’s my wife. The story of who I am to her, the story of what kind of husband I am, all that starts decades before I even met her.

(Start anywhere!)

(Just start!)

(There’s no wrong answer!)

Okay. Anywhere. Okay. Well. Have you ever met someone for the first time and it seems like you’ve already known them for a really long time?

I spent a week trying to figure out where I knew her from.

And then I figured it out.

(Where?)

(Where was it?)

Nowhere. I didn’t know her from anywhere. I just . . . I just recognized her. Remember that sweater I talked about before? The one I couldn’t describe? Flower or whatever? Well, she walked in, wearing that sweater, and her hair and that smile and I just . . . recognized her. That’s the best I can describe it.

I saw her and thought, Here comes my wife.
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