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      For Emma

      

      You lift me up. You support me. And you bludgeon anyone who doesn’t with a club. . . or vicious rhetoric.

      

      So, basically, you’re the best sister ever.
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      I used to have a poster that hung above my bed that said, “Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars.”

      I believed that down to my perfectly polished toenails.

      It’s the reason I sent a bold one-page query letter to my top ten agents with my very first novel.

      Because of that poster, I wasn’t even surprised when three of them offered to represent me.

      When my book went to auction and sold for six figures on the second week it was on submission, that made perfect sense to me too.

      After all, I’d shot for the moon, and I hit it, dead in the center.

      What Norman Vincent Peale’s inspiring quote neglects to address is that there’s no oxygen on the bloody moon. That’s probably why I asphyxiated up there.

      “Uh, I’m sorry.” I blink. “Can you repeat the question?”

      Ursula, general manager of the only Fogo de Chão in Atlanta, purses her lips. “I asked you what your greatest strength is.”

      I’m not off to a great start, clearly. “Right. Duh. That’s like number one in the interviewing handbook, right?” I chuckle.

      She doesn’t.

      I lick my lips. “Okay, well, my greatest strength is that I pay attention to details, which is pretty helpful for a job as a waitress.”

      She jots something down.

      I resist the urge to lean toward her and try to read it.

      “And your greatest weakness?”

      “Sometimes I just can’t suppress the urge to light things on fire.” I can’t quite keep the half grin off my face.

      Her eyes widen and she clutches her pencil until her knuckles turn white.

      “I’m kidding,” I say. “I’m not really a pyro. Clearly my biggest weakness is a propensity to crack jokes before I know the person well enough to pull them off.”

      “You do realize that you’ll be asked to interact with a wide variety of people. They’ll be from all sorts of backgrounds—”

      “But it’s Fogo de Chão, so no matter where they’re from, the customer is always correct. Right?” I try one last time.

      She grunts. “If I may be blunt, I’m concerned that you’ll be offensive.”

      “You can call my references,” I say. “They’ll tell you that the customers love me.” I don’t explain to her that most people have more personality than a toothpick. . .

      “I’m not sure that even strong recommendations from—” She glances down at my job application and scrunches her nose.  “IHOP and a place called ‘The Little Door’ will convince me.”

      I sigh. “Alright, I started my waitressing career at IHOP, which has a surprisingly robust number of options on their menu, I might add, but ‘The Little Door’ is a Parisian—”

      Ursula stands up and extends her hand. “I’ll let you know.”

      My mouth snaps shut. I’m sure that she will, with some kind of awkward text or a brusque, early-morning voicemail. “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

      On the way home, I give myself a little pep talk. There are plenty of restaurants around that will have less obnoxious general managers. Plus, I don’t need a job. My royalty checks may not be as hefty as they once were, but I’ve got a free place to stay right now, and Mary and Luke seem to enjoy having me around to help since Mary had the new baby. Plus I’m getting to know Amy and Chase better, which is also great.

      By the time I reach Luke’s house, I’ve already gotten a text message from Ursula, thanking me for coming in and letting me know they’ve decided to go another direction to fill their open server position. Apparently I’m not even qualified to carry drinks to the table and tell people about the salad bar.

      Another warning I wish good old Norman had included alongside his dumb old quote is that once you’ve hit the moon a time or two, falling short when you’re aiming for a bush twenty feet away really stings. Falling among the stars? I wish.

      The front door isn’t locked, and when I walk through I realize why. The sound of murmuring voices emerges from the office. Clearly Baby Jack is taking a nap and Mary’s meeting with Paisley about their new startup firm. Paisley has been here almost every day for a week now. If I’m quiet, maybe I can sneak past them and reach my room without being asked about the interview.

      But one little overheard word from Mary stops me in my tracks. Anica. I freeze on the opposite side of the entryway and strain my ears to catch a hint of what they may be saying about me. “—space. It’s not like we can ask.”

      “But she can’t be planning to stay here forever, right?” Paisley laughs. “I mean, imagine this one. She meets a new guy, and he asks her out, and she says, sure, pick me up at my brother-in-law’s house. The one he shares with his new wife.”

      I stiffen. So much for a free place to live as long as I want. I can’t quite make out what Mary’s saying, but I can imagine.

      “Sure, but you could use it, right? I mean, until we rent an office, we’re kind of crammed in this library.”

      My face floods with heat. They want me out soon—of course they do. This house is big, but between the nursery, Chase’s, Amy’s, and Luke’s rooms, well, it’s not the White House. The guest room is the obvious place for Mary to use for her new startup. I run my hand through my hair, forgetting my sunglasses are on top of my head, and knock them to the ground. Drat.

      “Hey, Anica.” Paisley’s leaning against the doorway into the library when I turn around. “How’d the interview go?”

      I force a smile. “They decided to take the restaurant personnel decisions in a different direction.”

      She frowns. “What does that even mean?”

      “The manager hated everything about me.”

      “So that means we won’t be going to Fogo de Chão every week?” Paisley’s shoulders slump. “That stinks, because I straight up love their grilled pineapple.”

      Twenty types of steak and she likes the pineapple? That’s so Paisley. “I’m sure I’ll find another restaurant you’ll like almost as much,” I say. “Speaking of, how do you feel about IHOP?”

      Her eyes light up. “Their lingonberry Swedish pancakes.” She groans. “Yes. Do IHOP. Plus, it’s way closer than all that fancy junk downtown.”

      This time, my smile is real. “Duly noted.” It’s awfully hard to stay irritated with Paisley.

      “I’m sorry it didn’t work out.” Mary steps into the doorway, leaning on the opposite side of the frame from Paisley. “But you’ll find something, and you already know that there’s no pressure from us.”

      Right. At least, none you’ll admit to applying. “Thanks.” I duck into my room as quickly as possible, drop my purse onto the end table, sink into the armchair in the corner, and open my laptop out of habit.

      My fingers freeze on the keyboard when my new email loads and I notice a certain name in bolded letters.

      I haven’t heard from Henrietta Blake in over a year.

      Not since the day last spring when she fired me and stopped being my agent. I swallow once. Twice. There’s no obvious reason for her to be emailing me. I close my laptop, my heart hammering in my chest cavity. I stand up and do ten jumping jacks.

      That was dumb. Between the email and the unnecessary physical activity, I’ll probably give myself an actual heart attack. I sit back down and flip the top of my Mac Air back up. I force myself to read the subject line. “Long Time.”

      Yes, more than a year is a long time, that’s true, but it tells me nothing about what she wants.

      Has she changed her mind about my last manuscript? Maybe Veronica reached out to her—maybe my editor changed her mind! Could she be looking for a book just like the last one I sent, right this very moment? Is she regretting dumping me?

      My fingers tremble as I click on the email. As it opens, I consider throwing my laptop across the room. It seems safer than reading the tiny pile of words currently blurring in front of my face.

      But of course, I’d still read it—just on my phone—and then I’d need a new laptop, which I can’t afford. I sit on my hands and focus on the email until the words un-jumble enough that I can make sense of them.

      

      Dear Anica:

      I’m sorry I haven’t emailed you before now. I promised we’d stay friends, and clearly I’ve failed to keep my word. I hope you’re doing well, and that you’ve found some measure of peace and balance in your life.

      In the spirit of friendship, an opportunity crossed my desk today that felt like a perfect fit for you. Avon sent me some requests for new IP project submissions, and look at the description on one of them:

      
        	Cripplingly shy MC forced to administer crazy spinster aunt’s will; battles the local pastor to whom the aunt promised the entire inheritance, to rebuild a chapel burned in a fire. MC makes great strides in overcoming shyness and asserting herself, and learns to trust the pastor . . . and to love him.

      

      For this particular brand, we’re seeking fun, quirky, upbeat tales of love, perseverance, and devotion in the face of bizarre twists of fate. The light tone and situational and conversational humor should underscore serious issues that modern women face.

      If you have any interest in submitting a sample for any of these, let me know. You should know that I still haven’t read a single book in the romantic comedy genre that had the spirit, sense of relevancy, and humor that yours embodied. Your writing is missed.

      Whatever you decide, I’d love to chat.

      Best,

      Henri

      An original, publisher-generated intellectual property story? They call them IP projects, which sort of feels like the opposite of what it really is. But why she thinks that I’d want to write a story wrapped around a plot line that Avon hand-fed me for peanuts that wouldn’t even come out under my name is beyond me. And she thought of me when they asked for bubbly, ridiculous, romantic comedies?

      I slam my laptop shut and toss it onto the bed. My room is a little too small to pace in a satisfying way, but I can’t go out into the family room, not with Paisley and Mary already frustrated about the space I’m taking up.

      I need the money if I want to get my own apartment, but I can’t do it. Not that. I’d rather work at McDonald’s taking drive-thru orders than write a story someone else cooked up under a name other than my own. I wouldn’t even own the story at the end. IP projects pay a single, upfront lump sum, because Avon’s paying to own it outright. I can’t think of a bigger step back I could possibly take.

      No thanks.

      I haven’t fallen that far.

      Except I don’t even have a friend to call about this latest indignity. I don’t have anyone I can ask for advice. Mary has taken my sister’s place, and she wants me gone. My mom is insufferable. My dad won’t even understand why I’m upset. Money is money is money, he’d tell me.

      The less I write, the less I keep up with my writing friends. Besides, many of them do several IP projects a year, so they’re unlikely to understand my reaction.

      I’ve never been someone who makes friends easily. I never minded before—I had my books, my online writing friends, my boyfriend, and my sister. That was more than enough for someone who didn’t love socializing most of the time anyway.

      But then Lizzie died.

      And my boyfriend left me.

      Since my writing career sank, well, my writing friends . . . I can’t even talk to them, not right now.

      I used to be able to read and read and read whenever the world seemed too hard, but even that is denied me. Every book I’ve picked up has hurt lately. If the book is lousy, I can’t read it, and if it’s great, I’m consumed with jealousy.

      I curl into a ball in the middle of my bed and cry for far too long. “Ah, Lizzie. I miss you,” I whisper.

      And then I wipe my tears, and I open up my dumb old laptop. And I apply for a dozen more jobs at every restaurant that’s hiring in a ten-mile radius. Once I get a job and save enough for a deposit and first month’s rent, I’ll get an apartment of my own, but I’d still like to be close enough to Luke and Mary that I can visit Amy and Chase regularly.

      At least my niece and nephew still like me—and it’s looking like I better soak up the next few years. I doubt they’ll worship me once they’re old enough to recognize me as the cautionary tale that I’ve become.
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      Most people wait to ruin their lives until they’re in their twenties. Not me. I made the biggest mistake a person could ever make at the tender age of twelve.

      My mother died because of my selfish cowardice.

      That might be the reason I work so hard to avoid even the smallest mistakes in every aspect of my life. It’s also what makes me such an excellent manager. I never underestimate the impact of even a moment’s delay or a tiny omission. “I noted three errors on the quarterly report.” I drop it on my assistant’s desk. “Can you talk to Bryce about them and get me an updated version?”

      Genevieve nods. “You’re heading out?”

      “For the day.” The Billabong Pipeline Masters is only a few months away. If I get home and take Partner for a quick walk, I should have plenty of time to change and catch a few waves.

      “Weather says it’s supposed to be a glorious day.” Genevieve stands up, the report in hand, but she waves at me as I leave. “And maybe when you get back you’ll be in a good enough mood to call your dad back. He’s called twice more.”

      Doubtful. I know exactly what he wants, and my answer is still no. “When is it not glorious here?”

      Her laugh follows me out of the room and down the hall.

      After I release the latch on her crate, Partner, my Border Collie, shoots out like a rocket and nearly jumps high enough to reach my face, her tongue lolling from the side of her mouth. I’ve been told that once they’re not puppies anymore, they calm down. So far, at two years old, she’s as energetic as ever. “Alright, alright,” I say. “Let’s go.” Her backside wiggles so forcefully that I can barely clip the leash to her collar.

      So much for a leisurely walk down the beach to scope out the waves. Partner pulls the entire four and a half miles, never once letting up, even though I’m jogging at a brisk pace. Perfect weather notwithstanding, I’m drenched in sweat when I reach my beach shack. “Alright, girl. You had your fun. Now it’s my turn.” I wish I could trust her to play in the waves while I surf, but it’s just not safe.

      I grab the mail as an afterthought on our way inside, flipping through the thick stack of letters as I walk up my creaky wooden front steps. Junk mail, catalog for boring business wear, warranty offers for my brand new car.

      Until a plain white envelope with a return address marked Sparta, Georgia. My adrenaline spikes, even after all this time.

      For years, every Tuesday I threw away a letter from Hancock State Prison. But I haven’t gotten one for more than five years now. He gave up on me thirteen years to the week from the day it happened. He actually lasted way longer than I expected, but then again, I suppose there’s not much for him to do in there.

      The sender is different than the one marked on all those letters I threw away unopened. This letter says it’s from the ‘Prison Warden.’

      My hands shake and Partner circles my legs, tangling the leash. I drop it numbly and unwind the cord, stumbling over my agitated canine pal and dropping the mail onto the weathered wooden floor. The letter lands face up, staring at me like a coiled serpent, ready to strike.

      What could it say? Why would the warden write to me? Is it some kind of ploy—change the sender so that I’ll open it? Another option rises unbidden in my mind, and I shove it downward with more violence than I’ve felt in years. I thought I’d let that part of my life go. I thought I’d expunged the anger it generated thoroughly and completely.

      But one letter and it all comes rushing back.

      The guilt. The terror. And as always, stronger than anything else, the rage.

      I redo the math I already know in my bones. From 2002 to now. His first fifteen years was up three years ago, which means he could be out on parole any time. This letter could be the worst news I’ve had in eighteen years. I lean over slowly and pick it up. My phone rings, and I almost ignore it, assuming it’s just Dad. Again.

      It’s not. Adriana. My sister has been almost as annoying as Dad lately, but I can’t ignore her like I do him. “Hello?”

      “Did you get a letter?” Her voice trembles.

      I don’t bother asking what she’s talking about. If it’s about what I fear, they’d have sent one to both of us. “Yeah.”

      “Did you open it?”

      I grunt.

      “Me either.”

      “How long have you had it?”

      The sound my sister makes could be a laugh or it could be a cry. “Two days. I figured your mail would lag.”

      “Good old Hawaii.”

      “That’s another reason you should move home,” she wheedles again.

      When Dad asks, my jaw locks and my fists tighten, but when Adriana asks, guilt wells in my chest and tears at my heart. She wants me to come home because she misses me. Dad wants me there so he can control me more easily, direct me toward the path he chooses, and make me into the man he wants me to become. “I’m not talking about that right now.”

      “Fine.” She always gives up that easily—one of the reasons I don’t get angry with her. I can’t fault her for wanting to see me more.  I miss her, too. “So do we open it at the same time?” Hope. Her voice practically vibrates with the same emotion she always feels when she asks me to move back to Atlanta—only this time, it’s about the terrible, gut-wrenching letter from a prison warden.

      “Ana, please tell me you’re dreading this news. Please tell me you’re not . . . excited.”

      “We never lie, not to each other.”

      I can barely breathe. “If they parole him—” I can’t say anything else. The world only makes sense because he’s not free.

      “I know how you feel. But you and I aren’t exactly the same in every way, and that’s okay.”

      Exactly the same? I would write a check to the warden for the entire contents of my checking and savings, right now, if he’d lock him up and throw away the key. Ana’s hopeful he’ll be paroled and she thinks we’re not exactly the same?

      “Ethan? Are you still there? Let’s open it on three, okay?”

      I grunt again. My feelings, her feelings, none of it will change what is. No point in arguing until I know the truth.

      “One, two, three.” I hear the ripping of the paper, and a small inhalation of breath. She must have put me on speaker.

      When she claps and coos, the bottom drops out of my stomach.

      “Oh, Ethan! He’s getting out! Finally.”

      I crumple the letter in my fist.

      Her voice is at least an octave higher than it usually is. “I can’t believe he didn’t say a word to me about it, not once. He must not have wanted me to get my hopes up. They denied his first request, you know.”

      “They must be out of their minds not to have denied this one.” I hate the growly way my voice emerges. It’s almost as bad as her squeaky excitement. I flatten the anger out of my voice. He doesn’t have that kind of power over me, not anymore. But I can’t quite ignore her implication. “You’ve been writing to him?”

      “You said you didn’t want me to talk about him to you,” she says. “Ever. Or I would have told you that.”

      I shouldn’t have said that—knowledge is always better than fumbling around in the dark. “You shouldn’t have been writing him, and you shouldn’t be happy he’s getting out, either. He’s evil incarnate.” My hands shake as I think about that night. And the many, many nights that came before it. So many horrible memories I’ve been forced to suppress.

      “He said he wrote you for more than a decade and you never once replied.” She’s chiding me. My own sister.

      “More than a decade.”

      “Not one response, Ethan?” She tsks. “That’s not like you. You’re not hateful.”

      My own sister doesn’t know me at all. “Not responding was the kindest thing I could have done.” The words barely escape through gritted teeth.

      “Well, now you can talk to him in person. Our father will be released on August 28th! Now you have to fly back stateside, even if it’s only for a visit.”

      I don’t crush the phone. I don’t throw it against the wall. I don’t even swear at my little sister. I’m kind of proud of how much I’ve grown. “Phillip Sims is not your father, and he’s not mine. Never say that again.”

      “Fine,” Adriana says. “Fine. I forgot how touchy you get about it. Uncle William may have adopted us, and yeah, I think of him as our dad, but we still have a biological father, and he’s going to be free for the first time in eighteen years. You have to at least come back.” I can practically hear her rolling her eyes. “Even if it’s only to yell at him.”

      “How can they be freeing him at all?” I practically shout into the phone. “How? After what he did?”

      “He was terribly drunk the night he—the night it happened. He has given up eighteen years for taking things too far. How much more do you want?”

      I want him dead. Like our mother is dead, thanks to him.

      Thanks to me.

      “I won’t be coming home, not to see him. Not now, not ever.”

      I grab my board and sprint toward the reprieve of the ocean waves. My assistant Genevieve was right about the weather—the waves are perfect, but it doesn’t matter. I’ve never needed the peace of standing in a perfect barrel of ocean movement more than today, so of course, I wipe out over and over. Finally, after a particularly rough blow from my surfboard to my head, I cough out a bucket of saltwater and trudge my way back to my beach house, dragging my board behind me in a breach of every kind of surfer etiquette I ever learned.

      Every time I try to recall the feeling of pure bliss that always surrounds me inside a perfect wave, fury battles its way back upward. My little sister Adriana doesn’t have ANY idea what a particularly deadly form of cancer Phillip Sims becomes if you allow him any place in your life. He’s a blight on humanity. She was so young that he never beat her, but I remember every single blow, every single strike, and how it always felt justified, like it was my fault for displeasing him.

      I learned how to dodge and weave at the age of seven. By eight, I could curl into a tight ball that protected most of my vital organs. I had identified dozens of hiding places all over the apartment. And I had gotten believably creative with the stories I told at school to cover my injuries.

      Mom told me the only thing worse than Dad hitting us would be losing Dad. He was a jerk, but he paid the bills and put food on the table.

      Most of the time.

      I may have been taking a beating every night, but by the time I started Junior High, not a single kid at school could whip me. I’d like to think it was because I was stronger, faster, and smarter, but the reality was that none of them knew how to take a punch like I could. I’d basically been trained since birth to take a punch. Bob and weave and take my licks and keep on going. By seventh grade, I won every single fight I fought—and I finally felt ready to take on Phillip Sims. But when the time came, I hid in the last hiding space that was large enough, Ana in the space right next to me.

      I failed my mom that night, but I’ve been preparing to redeem myself ever since.

      The same thought keeps running through my head, over and over. I’m ready, but Adriana isn’t. She can’t take a hit, and she has no idea what kind of person our biological father really is. By the time I shower and eat dinner, I’m ready.

      When Dad calls for the third time today, I answer.

      “You’re finally going to talk to me?”

      “Didn’t seem to be much point before,” I say.

      “Why’s that?” Dad’s voice is low, gruff, scratchy.

      “I had no intention of coming home.”

      “But now?”

      I shrug. “Dunno.”

      “Adriana called you.”

      “I got the same letter she did,” I say. “I assume you’re going to stop her from going to see him.”

      “She’s an adult. I can’t keep her from meeting him when he’s released.”

      I swear loudly, angrily. “Are you kidding me right now?”

      “She doesn’t listen to me,” he says. “But she might listen to you.”

      “Are you really trying to leverage the release of that pile of trash to get me home?”

      “You’ve played in Hawaii long enough, far longer than we ever agreed.”

      “I’m not playing here,” I say. “I’ve rehabbed two hotels, and I’ve brought the botanical gardens into profitability, which you didn’t think would be possible.”

      “All of which is still far below your capacity, as you well know.”

      “We don’t all have to conquer the world,” I say. “Some of us are happy just living in it.”

      “That’s how you’d describe yourself?” Dad asks. “Happy?”

      “Would Annelise say that you’re happy?”

      “Touché,” he says. “But promise me you’ll think about it. I’m still in a bind with the Riviera Grand, and I need you here.”

      “Whatever,” I say. “You can whip a mismanaged hotel into shape with your eyes closed and one hand tied behind your back.”

      “I’m not as young as I was.” He drops his voice. “I can’t pull the hours I used to pull, and things are rough here right now.”

      He’s far from a perfect man, but my mom’s brother became my dad by choice. He could have surrendered me and Adriana to the state or tasked a nanny to raise us. Instead, he stepped in and parented us to the best of his limited ability. I’ll always be grateful. His repeated attempts to convince me to come back to Atlanta and run a newly acquired hotel there have been more obnoxious than anything else, but I never thought he actually needed me.

      And Adriana definitely needs someone to talk some sense into her.

      “Fine,” I say. “Fine.”

      “Wait, you’ll do it? You’re coming home?”

      I swallow. My life here is practically perfect. Two beautiful hotels and a fabulous botanical garden. Wonderful staff. Perfect weather. All the surfing I could want. I was making plans to expand to Oahu… but if I’m honest, Hawaii has always been an escape, and escapes are fairly close to hiding places. Both of those things are for cowards. Which means, I can’t come back to Hawaii until I’m doing it for the right reasons.

      With Phillip Sims being released, staying here feels a little too close to climbing into the bathroom cabinet. Maybe it’s time for me to rectify the error I made eighteen years ago when I failed to protect my own mom. If I’d stood up to him, if I’d stopped him from hurting her that night, maybe she wouldn’t have died. Maybe I could sleep without nightmares.

      I imagine Adriana lining up to take Mom’s place by his side, and my hands curl into fists and adrenaline floods my body.

      “I’m not saying it’s permanent, Dad. Don’t replace me here, but tomorrow I’ll be on a flight home to Atlanta.” And I’m going to ensure that Phillip Sims never harms Adriana or anyone in our family ever again.
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      I’ve got one arm around Amy’s bony, fragile shoulders, and one arm around a humongous bowl of popcorn. My finger presses the play button and Ratatouille roars to life in all its vibrant, gluttonous glory. Mary may be eager for me to leave, but Amy and Chase and Troy are happy to have me here, at least. Even little baby Jack is snoozing away in his glider, which I take as a quiet vote of affirmation.

      I may have no professional life to speak of, but I’m rocking the aunt gig.

      “Uh.” Mary’s head pops around the corner. “You started the movie already?”

      I pause it. “Were we supposed to wait?”

      Chase is already bouncing next to me. “I want popcorn.”

      I hand him the bowl.

      “Oh, it’s fine that you’ve started it, but—”

      Paisley shoves past Mary, her hands wrapped around her tiny belly. “You’re taking forever. Just ask her.”

      Mary rolls her eyes. “James can’t be here tonight—business—and Paisley was hoping you’d come down and play with the adults for once.”

      I like the kids, and the kids like me. Furthermore, I like Ratatouille. I frown.

      “I hear you’re, like, amazing at charades.” Paisley beams. “And I really want to win for once.”

      “James isn’t a great charades partner?” My eyebrows rise. “I’d have thought—”

      “He’s fine at guessing. He sucks at acting things out, and if I don’t guess it from the one thing he tries. . . ” She tosses her hands in the air. “Plus, when we lose, he gets all glowery and refuses to play charades the next time, and it’s my favorite.” She leans closer. “Don’t let that group fool you, either. They seem like a nice bunch, but Geo is unbelievably smug.”

      “She and Trig win a lot?” I ask.

      “Is every week a lot?” Paisley’s eye twitches.

      I laugh. “But Amy needs me here.”

      Amy smiles at Mary. “Aunt Anica hogs the popcorn.”

      My jaw drops. “I can’t believe you’d sell me out like that.”

      She giggles.

      “For food.” I shake my head slowly.

      “So will you do it?” Paisley bites her lip. “Come help me destroy Trig and Geo.”

      “If it was anyone else, I might feel bad,” I say. “But Geo—”

      Paisley nods. “Is ridiculously smug? You’ve seen it?”

      “I was going to say is prettier than anyone should be, so why should she always win charades, too? The universe needs a little balance.”

      “Oh.” Paisley rolls her eyes. “I’m so used to that, I don’t even let it bother me anymore.”

      I lift one eyebrow. “Not even a little bit?”

      She shrugs. “Maybe a little bit.”

      “Oh fine,” I say. “Let’s go beat them.”

      When Paisley slides her arm through mine, I almost feel like I have a friend. I mean, I know this is probably a pity move. She’s probably here because I’ve officially become one of Mary’s charity projects, but right now, I can’t think of a reason that should make me upset. Assigned friends are still friends, aren’t they?

      Actually, having an adult ask me to come hang out feels nice.

      My social anxiety flares a little when we walk into the living room and every single set of eyes swivels toward us, but Paisley appears to sense it.

      “James looks a little different this evening.” She bumps my hip with her own. “But I’d say it’s probably an upgrade.”

      “Why do I feel like we’re in the presence of a ringer?” Geo presses her lips together and arches one perfectly curved black eyebrow.

      “There’s no rule I can’t use a dear friend when my husband’s out of town,” Paisley says. “If she happens to be a professional writer and tonight’s theme is literature, well, that’s just too bad.”

      “Oh, come on,” Trudy says. “Like being spanked by Trig and Brekka every week wasn’t bad enough.”

      “It’s not our fault that none of you were grilled about academic topics every night while you were in diapers.” Brekka wheels herself toward the big blue armchair easily even on the plush carpet, and her husband Rob darts around and drops into it next to her.

      “Your mother is a singular delight,” Rob says. “But as pleased as I am that my wife destroys everyone at Trivial Pursuit and charades, we may decide to forgo that kind of training with our children, don’t you think?”

      “Children?” Brekka raises her eyebrows. “I’m still working on this one. Can you maybe not mention having more until we survive the first?”

      Paisley has been spluttering since Rob’s comment. “Did you say Brekka destroys everyone?” Paisley releases me. “Prepare to be dethroned, nerd spawn.”

      “Dethroned? That’s a mighty big prediction,” Trig says, “but at the end of the day, it’s only empty smack talk. Care to make things more interesting?”

      What does that mean?

      “What did you have in mind?” Paisley asks.

      “How about a friendly wager?” Trig beams.

      Geo whaps him on his arm. “Stop.”

      “Hey, you drag me here every week.” Trig tilts his head toward his wife, his eyes soft. “You may as well let me have a little fun while I’m here, being a good sport.”

      “You like it as much as I do.” Geo smirks. “Don’t even try to act like you don’t.”

      “I like a good wager,” Paisley says. “But for what?”

      “If you win, you pick our Halloween costumes this year,” Trig says. “You can dress Geo and me up as Bo Peep and Woody from Toy Story.”

      “Or Peter Pan and Tinker Bell,” I whisper.

      Paisley laughs out loud. “You’ve caught my interest. Go on.”

      “But if you lose,” Trig says, “then—”

      “You get to dress James and me?” Paisley frowns.

      Trig shakes his head. “That’s too easy. James will find some way to weasel out of it.”

      “Okay,” Paisley says. “What then?”

      “We get to choose what you two wear for your Christmas card photo,” Geo says with a twinkle in her eye. So much for her objections to his idea of making a wager.

      Luke laughs. “Oh, I like this, but I feel like, to make things fair, Pais has to send the cards to a list of your choosing.”

      “Thanks a lot.” Paisley scowls at Luke.

      “And it wouldn’t be even,” Luke continues, “unless Trig and Geo had to come to a Halloween party here, at our house, with as many guests as we invite.”

      “Plus, they have to stay for the entire party,” I say.

      “I like you,” Paisley says. “Did I already mention that?”

      A warm feeling spreads through my chest as my social anxiety melts away. No one is teasing me, or prodding me, or asking me why I’m single, or why I’m unemployed.

      “Fine,” Paisley says. “It’s a deal.”

      “This is going to be fun.” Brekka’s eyes sparkle.

      “Keep your mouth shut,” Rob says, “or we’ll end up having to dress our little girl up as Baby Yoda for her birth announcements.”

      “Wait, we aren’t already doing that?” Brekka asks. “Because I already bought that tiny Baby Yoda costume. . . ”

      “Alright, alright, let’s get started already,” Trudy’s husband Paul says. “Some of us still get up and work on Saturdays.”

      “And some of us stay up all night with babies,” Trig says. “Cry me a river.”

      “I think Troy is trying to prepare us for what it will be like if we ever have more.” Paul groans.

      “It’s a phase,” Trudy says. “I’m sure of it.”

      “He keeps waking up in the middle of night and trying to sneak food,” Paul says. “Like, he thinks that if he eats at night, it doesn’t count or something.”

      Luke’s passing paper around to everyone in the circle, and he freezes. “Whoa, so what are you doing about it?”

      “So far Winnie has alerted us every time he’s gotten up, we think.” Paul rubs his eyes. “Which is great fun.”

      “It’s a good thing you’ve got Winnie,” Mary says, “because with his diabetes, eating in the middle of the night could be really bad for him.”

      “Thanks a lot for that insightful warning,” Trudy snaps. “That hadn’t occurred to me a hundred times.”

      Mary’s eyes widen.

      “I’m sorry,” Trudy says. “I know you’re up a lot with Jack so this seems minor, but I’ve been a little stressed. That makes me crabby.”

      I suddenly love Trudy. She’s the first person in this entire group who has actually seemed a little bit flawed, and consequently real.

      “It’s fine.” Mary sits next to her, and like the saint she is, wraps an arm around her sister’s shoulders. All is already forgiven.

      Luke hands me some paper and a pen.

      “Sorry if this is dense, but what’s the paper for?” I ask. “I thought we were playing charades.”

      “Ah, right,” Paisley says. “I forgot to explain. This is a special kind of charades called Fishbowl. Each person writes down five different submissions. This week, they’re about literature. So you could write down, like Keating. Or Hemingway. Or, I don’t know. Hester Prim.”

      I can’t quite help my snort. “You mean Hester Prynne. Right?”

      “I’m a little sketchy on American literature.” Paisley bites her lip. “See why I need you?”

      “Sure, sure. But then once we write them down?”

      “Oh, right,” Paisley says. “We drop all the papers into a fishbowl. Or in our case, a blue mixing bowl.”

      Mary sets a large, sky blue, ceramic bowl in the middle of the coffee table with a flourish.

      “And then on the first round,” Paisley says, “you draw as many papers as you can in one minute. You can say anything except the word or phrase that’s on the paper.”

      “Okay,” I say. “And?”

      “And however many your team gets, you get a point for. You can’t skip any. Then in round two, you can only say one word to describe the phrase.”

      “But it’s easier, since you’ve already heard them all,” I say.

      “Exactly,” Paisley says. “And then on the third round, you can’t say a word. You can only act out what is on each slip of paper.”

      “Okay, so there are. . . ” I tap my lip. “The two of us. Mary and Luke. Paul and Trudy. Rob and Brekka. Trig and Geo. Ten of us. How does that work?”

      “We’ll divide into two even teams, obviously,” Trig says.

      “But. . . ”

      “Mary and Luke usually end up getting split,” Paisley says. “And we insist on Brekka and Trig being on opposite teams.”

      “Which makes our team Mary, Brekka, and Rob, and you and me,” Paisley says. “And they’ll have Paul and Trudy, Luke, and Trig and Geo.”

      “Alright,” I say. “I think I get it.”

      Luckily, it’s fairly straightforward. And even more luckily, I’m definitely, hands down, the most well versed in literature. The group consists of a tax pro, a tech nerd, an event planner, and a bunch of business experts, leaving me as the only writer. Our team is way ahead after round one, and I haven’t even gotten up to read off any words yet.

      “How did you know every single one?” Trig grumbles. “This isn’t fair.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” Paisley says. “I feel like Adam and Eve in fig leaves would be a pretty neat outfit. What do you think, Mary?”

      “I was thinking Leia and Jabba, personally,” Mary says. “I think it’ll be pretty easy to find a gold and white bikini, and with Geo’s dark hair.” She shrugs innocently. I find that I like Mary more than I thought I ever could.

      But Trig’s team does much better on the one word round, and Paisley stops making jokes. By the time it’s my turn to act out the words, we’re tied. And we’re entering the third round. The bowl is only half full. Paisley grabs my hand. “Girlfriend, I need you to rock this. James is going to kill me if we have to wear one of those awful costumes for our holiday cards.”

      I really wish I performed well under pressure. But when I draw Don Quixote, for which Trig said “windmill” last round… no one has any idea what I’m doing. I try jousting into a windmill. I try shaping one out in the air. But before I know it, my minute is gone and I’ve gotten . . . zero.

      So of course, when Geo pops up, I hand her my slip of paper, the one that destroyed me, and she beams. “Oh.” She spins her hand around in a circle and Trig immediately says, “Don Quixote. Good one, babe.”

      They proceed to get every other slip of paper in the entire bowl. Twenty-three points in one round.

      And we’re tanked.

      I feel like I might puke. I can’t believe I lost the whole thing for my team, and now Paisley is going to hate me. Trig and Geo are discussing options for the holiday card with Luke, and my panic deepens.

      “I’m thinking Rudolph and Clarice,” Geo says.

      Trig taps his wife’s nose with his index finger. “Oh, no, that’s far too cute. No, we owe them something better. Maybe the Grinch and what’s that little dog named?”

      Now I know I’m going to puke. Paisley is going to kill me, and her husband is legitimately a scary person, even when you haven’t caused him social pain.

      Except, for some inexplicable reason, Paisley’s dying laughing. She slaps her knee. “Yes. Yes! Do that one. I can see people opening those cards right now!” Tears steam down her face. “The Grinch! Green paint. Fluffy green tufts, and I’ll have dog ears and antlers wrapped around my head. It’s perfect.”

      I don’t understand. “I’m sorry I screwed up,” I whisper.

      But Paisley doesn’t even hear me, she’s laughing so hard. “Okay, we need to come up with something even better to bet about next week. Who has ideas?”

      “I’m not sure that’s a great plan,” Trudy says.

      “Oh, it is.” Paul is beaming. “This is the best thing that has happened at a game night in a very long time.”

      “How long?” Trudy raises one eyebrow.

      Paul squeezes her hand. “Of course I’m excluding our engagement, weirdo. And that wasn’t really an official game night.”

      “And you know James is going to want a chance for revenge once he’s back,” Paisley says. “Some things never change.”

      “You have got to be kidding,” Trig says. “Without Anica, you’re dead in the water.”

      I inhale sharply to keep from crying. Is he mocking me?

      “Hey, are you alright?” Paisley’s eyebrows draw together, and she turns toward me slightly.

      “I should go check on the kids,” I say. “I’m really sorry about that last round.”

      She puts a hand on my forearm. “Um, we’ve all been stuck—but we’re the ones who let you down, girl. No one blames you. You named like ninety percent of the other answers for our team. You know we’d have lost without you too, and much worse, right?”

      I stand up, trying my best not to start crying in front of all these people right here. “Sure. Totally.”

      “Seriously,” Geo says. “Once Trig drew the word ‘Snickers.’ No one could figure out what he was trying to do. A full minute of him scrunching his face up and grabbing his belly.”

      “He looked so constipated,” Mary says. “Oh man.”

      Paul and Luke start laughing, talking about when Luke got stuck on the word ‘scrum,’ whatever that even means. And for the first time, I wonder if maybe they’re serious. Maybe they really don’t care.

      “Are you leaving?” Trudy stands too. “I’m sure the kids are fine. Believe me, Amy knows how to work the remote when the movie they’re watching ends. She might be better with it than I am.”

      I blink. “Well, I mean, I figured once charades was over—”

      “Oh, we’ll play Balderdash next,” Paisley says. “I bet you’re pretty good at that one too. Have you ever played before?”

      I shake my head, but don’t confess that I don’t have many friends.

      “We’ll explain it,” Mary says. “It’s really fun.”

      So I stick around and let the laughter and smiles wash over me. In a strange way, it’s exactly what I needed. To be surrounded by people who seem to genuinely want me around, even if I don’t have a job. Even if I’m a sponger. Even if I can’t even get hired as a waitress.

      When Trig yawns and Geo stands up, I’m surprised at how disappointed I am. “We better head home. The sitter has some kind of yoga class in the morning.”

      “Plus, I need to sleep,” Geo says.

      “Beauty sleep?” I ask. “How long do you sleep, exactly?” I shrug. “I’m asking for a friend.”

      Trig’s laugh is so loud, I actually jump. Seconds later, everyone is laughing. “Good one,” Brekka says. “Because you’re not the only one who wants to know. Unfortunately, I doubt any of us could sleep long enough. Ever.”

      “Right?” I say. “So unfair.”

      “Totally,” Mary says.

      “Hey, what are you doing Monday?” Trudy asks.

      “Monday?” I frown. I can’t very well say I have absolutely zero plans for the next . . . forever. “I, uh—”

      “Yes,” Geo says. “You should totally come with us!”

      “Come with you?” I repeat dumbly.

      “Geo has to go try out restaurants before big events and report back to her clients, so the meal is totally free,” Trudy says. “It’s like my new favorite thing. She introduces me to all the best places, for free. And they thank us for going!”

      “You’re kidding,” I say.

      Trudy shakes her head. “Now you’re wondering how she’s so skinny eating out for free all the time, right? We all want to know.”

      “Oh please,” Geo says. “Stop. But seriously, we’re going to lunch at that place off Peachtree with the gorgeous fountains in the gardens.”

      “I’m not super familiar with Atlanta yet,” I say. “It’s changed a lot since I was here last.”

      “I’ll send you the address,” Trudy says. “If you want to come.”

      I really shouldn’t go when it’s clear they’re inviting me out of pity, but saying no feels rude. “Sure,” I finally say. I can always cancel Monday morning. Stomach bug, sore tooth, hangover, car trouble. A million ways to get out of it that don’t involve looking them in the eye and saying no.

      “Wonderful,” Geo says, like she really means it.

      For the first time in a long time, after I help get Amy and Chase to bed, I don’t have any trouble falling asleep.

      The next morning, when I open my laptop, my hand hovers over the Scrivener file, interested in opening it to start writing for the first time in a very long time. Thinking about last night makes me want to write witty banter, for some reason. Or a story about flawed characters who still deeply love someone else. Probably a person who’s as broken as they are—a pair of bookends who heal the pain in the other effortlessly.

      But then Patrick’s words the last time he saw me open up Scrivener to write leap into my brain, like a punch in the gut. Oh, wait, are you going to write something meaningful this time? He was so hopeful. So desperate for his girlfriend to write a book that wouldn’t be embarrassing for him to share.

      Witty banter, redeeming love—another romance. So no, nothing meaningful, not me. My excitement fizzles like stale soda.

      I close my laptop and spend the day with Amy, playing with Alpha, a bossy Rhode Island Red chicken, Hope, her miracle Andalusian grey hen, and Midnight, the black and white striped Cuckoo Marans, who really is a little cuckoo. She pecks at everything, but especially my toes. “Who would have thought chickens would be so much fun,” I ask.

      “I knew,” Amy says.

      “You didn’t.” I roll my eyes. “You were just like me, blithely eating eggs with toast, with no idea how funny the critters who made them really can be.”

      “I didn’t know the eggs came in so many colors,” Amy says. “But I knew they were funny little critters. I’ve seen Moana.”

      I laugh. “Good thing they aren’t as dopey as that rooster.”

      “Right?” Amy pets Hope’s back, and her little dove grey hen makes a funny clucking sound that obviously means she’s content.

      But on Sunday, when Amy and Chase, Mary and Luke, and baby Jack all go to church, I’m left alone. Just me and my laptop. I really should try and write the story I’ve been working on for the past few years.

      “Your words matter,” Lizzie told me right before she died. “They have more power to change this world than anything I’ll ever do.”

      Except she was wrong. My words are crap, and her two children are already changing the world for the better. She bet on the wrong horse—her faith in her little sister clouded her judgment. Guilt hits me like a two-by-four to the face and I drag myself to my room and force myself to open up the file on Ashes, a story about the fleeting nature of life and the absolute certainty of death.

      No words come easily. I struggle for every single one, but I don’t give up. I grind them out, one agonizing thought at a time.

      When Amy comes to tell me that dinner is ready, I can’t shut my laptop down quickly enough. But afterward, when I return to my room, I check the total word count at the bottom of the scene I worked on for most of the day.

      Six hundred and twelve.

      In six and a half hours, I wrote a little over two pages. At this rate, I’ll finish the novel in . . . ninety-six and a half years. I slam the laptop closed, trying to ignore the nagging fear that they aren’t even very good words.

      My book stinks.

      Just like me.

      My watch buzzes, and I realize I’ve got a new email. I don’t bother opening my laptop. I check it on my phone. An interview to work as a waitress at one of the restaurants I applied for—Golden Gloves. That sounds promising. I agree to meet them after the lunch rush on Wednesday, and then I look them up online. I applied to so many, I can’t recall details about any of them, but fancy gloves sounds promising. The nicer the place, the better the tips.

      Unfortunately, inexplicably, it’s a diner.

      What kind of diner calls itself Golden Gloves?

      Ugh. This is my life now. A failed writer turned diner waitress. But at least it will pay me something, and then I can be a failed writer turned diner waitress who has her own apartment instead of one who sponges off her brother-in-law.

      Former brother-in-law?

      Am I still Luke’s sister-in-law now that my sister has died? The idea is so horribly depressing that I throw a blanket over my head and go to sleep without even brushing my teeth.

      The next morning I wake up before six a.m. I know I ought to write again. Even six hundred words is better than no words, and once I finish this manuscript, I can start querying and find a new agent. I need to get out there and try to turn my real career around.

      But I ought to feed the chickens, and let them out of the coop to scratch around the back yard before I start. And then Andy needs food. And I hear the chickens singing, which means they’ve likely laid, at least one of them. When I find a dark speckled brown egg sitting right alongside a white egg, I decide I ought to go ahead and make breakfast for everyone. I mean, what’s better than fresh eggs?

      But finally, once Luke is at work and Mary is working away in her home office, and Jack is asleep, and Amy and Chase are busily coloring, and even Andy has closed her eyes with a sigh, I have no more excuses. I trudge toward my room, preparing myself mentally to write the words. The epic, important, meaningful words that I need to write so that I can prove Patrick wrong and prove Lizzie right and everyone will finally see that I’m not a fluff writer. I have value.

      Except the very second my fingers touch the laptop, my phone bings. It’s Trudy, with the address for lunch.

      I totally forgot to cancel on her. I should cancel right now, even if I’m rudely late. My fingers itch to type the words that will get me out of another awkward social interaction. There’s pretty much no chance that Mary’s sister and her friend really want to have lunch with me. They’re trying to help the poor pathetic mooch who won’t leave Mary’s house.

      Ugh.

      But if I stay home, I’ve got to write the words. Epic words. Words that will awe and inspire. Words that will change the world.

      ON MY WAY, I type instead, trying not to think too much about why.

      And then I’m stuck going to lunch with two people who don’t want to see me at all.

      When I park my battered little Honda Civic, Cashew, in between a Mercedes convertible and a BMW SUV, I begin to wonder whether my pink blouse and dark jeans are going to be far too casual. As I pass grand fountains and perfectly manicured hedges, and as my black flats squeak across the white marble floors in the foyer of the Riviera Grand, I know I’m underdressed.

      I whip out my phone and start to tap out a last minute excuse. CAR TROUB—

      “Anica!”

      I whip my head toward the yell.

      “Hey girl, I’m over here.” She waves. Even Geo’s shouting doesn’t seem vulgar. How is that possible?

      I delete the text with trembling fingers. It would be just like me to send that text half written, like a moron, and then scramble to try and explain it away unsuccessfully.

      Of course Geo’s wearing a white sundress that perfectly shows off her gorgeous tan, bright blue eyes, and raven’s wing black hair. If I didn’t know it for a fact, I’d never believe she had a baby two and a half months ago. Some things in life are unfair, but other things, like Geo’s existence, are monumentally unfair.

      “Oh, you made it!” Trudy’s white high heels clack loudly against the marble. Somehow, even though she looks cute and casual in her handkerchief dress and heeled sandals, I feel more at ease. Trudy just projects a sense of normalcy wherever she goes.

      “I did, thanks for the address,” I say.

      “I’ve heard their strawberries wild salad is to die for,” Geo says.

      “Of course she loves salad.” Trudy winks at me as she pulls out a chair and plonks down on it.

      “It’s got a poppy seed dressing and candied walnuts,” Geo says. “It barely counts as a salad—it’s almost a dessert.”

      “I like my desserts without a side of spinach,” Trudy says. “But you’ve sold me on trying it as a side.”

      “How are their burgers?” I sling my purse over the back of an unclaimed chair.

      “Amazing.” A squatty waiter with a shock of blonde hair that sticks straight up in the air hands me a menu. “As are our sweet potato fries.”

      “I love sweet potato fries,” Trudy says.

      “So do I,” I say.

      And lunch is so much better than sitting in front of my laptop—from the juicy cheeseburger, to the cinnamon and sugar sprinkled sweet potato fries, to the conversation.

      “So what are the odds you choose this venue?” I ask.

      “The bride and groom wanted me to be sure and try the stuffed mushrooms and the strawberry salad,” Geo says, “and I thought both were excellent.”

      “So will you do the wedding here?”

      “I’ll need to bring them to confirm that they like the lighting and the banquet hall I have in mind, but I think it’s likely.”

      “Not a waste of resources by the restaurant then,” Trudy says. “That makes me feel better for being completely stuffed and not spending a dime.”

      Geo waves the waiter over. “I absolutely loved the food. I’d love to set up another lunch for next Tuesday, so that the bride and groom can make a final decision.”

      “I’m so happy you were pleased,” he says. “But unfortunately, after this Saturday, we’ll no longer be serving lunch. Could I reserve a dinner time?”

      Geo blinks. “Not serving lunch? Why ever not?”

      The pinched look on the blonde, puffy-haired waiter’s face makes it clear he’s not a fan of the new plan either. “Apparently the profit margins aren’t high enough to justify the expense.”

      “That’s a terrible decision,” Geo says. “Lunch isn’t about the profit margin on the particular meal as much as it is about keeping your clientele happy.”

      “Well, maybe you can march into his office and tell our new manager that, because everyone else is afraid of Mr. Trainor.”

      Geo’s full lips part and her eyes widen. “Wait.” Her eyes narrow. “Mr. Trainor? Is his name, by chance, Ethan Trainor?”

      Blonde puff nearly drops the mostly empty pitcher of water he’s holding as his arm goes slack. He’s lucky the pitcher wasn’t full, or he’d have soaked Geo. “I think it is.”

      “Does he look like a blonde surfer-guy?”

      He nods dumbly.

      “Tell Mr. High and Mighty Ethan Trainor that a patron would like to file a formal complaint. Tell him I’m livid and insist on speaking with him personally.”

      “Should I tell him your name?” Blonde puff’s eyes tighten and the water at the bottom of the pitcher shakes a little, betraying his hand tremble.

      Geo bites her lip. “What fun would that be?” She beams, and I suddenly can’t wait to see how this plays out.
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