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Chapter 1

	 

	Silence Between Us

	 

	It was another screw-up in a long line of screw-ups, and I would survive this one, too.

	Sitting on a bench in the main hall of Union Station, watching the Washington commuters rush by, I’d been so lost in my thoughts that I’d forgotten the time. A glance at the beautiful old clock high on the wall told me it was three-fifteen.

	The last train back to North Carolina left at three-oh-five.

	The responsible part of me demanded attention, rousing me long enough to notice that I was alone in this manic city, that I had a major problem to solve, and that my absence had to be alarming my friends and chaperones. I dug my phone from my pocket. It was set to no-vibrate. Of course.

	Seven texts awaited me. I read the two from Ms. Dewan first.

	MS D: Where are you? We’re boarding

	MS D: We’re 2 cars from the dining car. Did you board somewhere else? Please answer

	The screen blurred as I winced through a pang of regret. I hated that I’d scared her.

	The next two were from Mr. Dewan.

	MR D: We’re about to leave. I hope you’re somewhere on this train

	MR D: We’re pulling away from the station. You’re on your own, Sara

	He was right about that. I’d been on my own for 127 days. I was getting pretty good at it.

	The last three were from my best friend Lacey.

	LACEY: Do you have your phone on? No need to answer because of course you don’t or you would’ve seen us frantically trying to get in touch with you

	LACEY: Where are you?

	LACEY: Call me. We want to know you’re ok

	The first thing to do was reassure someone. I chose Lacey. She’d be the least judgmental.

	ME: I’m fine. Still at Union Station

	She responded immediately.

	LACEY: Do you have a plan?

	No, but I had a credit card.

	ME: I will soon

	Plans were something I was good at making. Following through? Not so sure about that.

	My life had become a sepia-toned movie, all brown and beige with the volume on low. It was as if, when my brother left us, he’d taken color and music with him. Over the past four months, I’d become a spectator of the world, seeking signs for what I should do next. Was this a sign? Maybe I was supposed to be lost in the middle of something huge and vibrant and impersonal.

	From safe inside my bubble of anonymity, I watched as people passed through, fleeing our nation’s capital as quickly as they could. It was kind of mesmerizing. Much easier to manage than getting myself out of the current mess.

	The credit card could buy an airplane ticket. I could be home tonight if I wanted, but I didn’t want to go home. It felt oddly good, to be surrounded by people and noise, in a place so full of importance that one small person wasn’t worth noticing. I was tired of being noticed.

	“Hello, Sara.” Someone spoke from behind me in a smooth British accent. “Is everything alright?”

	I glanced over my shoulder. “Grant? What are you doing here?”

	“Perhaps I should ask you the same.”

	Should I be surprised to see him? I was, but only mildly. Grant seemed to drift in and out of my circle of friends at the strangest times. Last fall, he’d been Lacey’s boyfriend before disappearing suddenly and quietly. In the final weeks of my brother’s illness, Grant had hung out with us and our friend Kimberley before disappearing again, suddenly and quietly. “I’m fine. Really.”

	“Yes, I can see that. May I offer my assistance anyway?”

	What a relief not to handle this alone. “Yes, please.”

	“It’s my understanding that you and a few friends have been celebrating high school graduation by vacationing in Washington.”

	I nodded. “How did you know?”

	“Kimberley stays in touch.” His whole face brightened as he said her name.

	I studied him, glad for something to focus on. Grant was movie-star hot. His dark hair was perfectly cut, and so was his body. He had perfect teeth in a perfect smile. And his eyes were the truest shade of green. I’d only met one other person with eyes that green.

	“Sara?”

	“Sorry, I got distracted. Yes, I was on the trip. Kimberley was too, except she didn’t return on the train.”

	“Apparently, you didn’t either. Was this choice intentional?”

	“Purely accidental.” Yielding to the sense of rightness he always carried with him, I gave Grant a tentative smile. “Would you be willing to rescue me?”

	“Of course.” He sat on the bench, a careful distance away. “Which solutions have you considered?”

	“None yet.”

	“I have a suggestion. Kimberley’s father lives with his fiancée in Alexandria, only a few minutes away by the Metro. Shall I escort you to his home? Kimberley is there.”

	I could afford a hotel room, but Mr. Rey’s townhouse would be better. If they would have me. “Do you think they’d mind?”

	“I’m confident they’ll be delighted to have you.”

	“Thanks.” It was weirdly convenient that Grant had shown up when he did. Not that I was complaining. “Sounds like a good plan.”

	He stood, helped me to my feet, and then reached for my suitcase. “Have you contacted your chaperones or your parents?”

	“Lacey, yes. Parents, no.” I frowned at my phone. I probably should have called them, but I was in no mood for explanations. I texted Lacey instead.

	ME: I’m going to Mr. Rey’s house

	LACEY: Great solution

	ME: Tell the others I’m sorry. I lost track of time

	LACEY: Understood

	ME: Here’s a strange coincidence. Your ex showed up

	LACEY: Grant?

	ME: What other ex do you have?

	LACEY: If Grant’s with you, it’s not a coincidence

	ME: What does that mean?

	LACEY: Just that I’m relieved. Bye

	Next, I sent a message to my parents, implying that a stay with Kimberley had been the idea all along. Maybe they wouldn’t ask more.

	Well, that was easy. I looked up at Grant. “Okay. I’m ready.”

	He gestured for me to follow him as he wove his way to the Metro, two fare cards magically popping into his hands. Seconds after we arrived at the platform, our train arrived, and we stepped on.

	There was silence between us on the journey. I followed where he led. Sat where he showed me. Peered out the windows at a blur of people and stations and sunshine. He remained watchfully at my side, projecting an air of protectiveness.

	“Sara?” Grant’s hand touched my shoulder lightly. “We’ll exit at the next stop.”

	I didn’t think too much about what was happening. I rose when he nodded. Stepped from the car after him. Moved meekly as his hand cupped my elbow and guided me out to a city street. I didn’t recognize where we were, but it had to be Alexandria. “Does Mr. Rey live nearby?”

	“A few blocks. It is a charming walk.”

	Kimberley waited for us on the stoop of her father’s townhouse. She skipped down to the sidewalk and gave me a hug before launching herself at Grant.

	“It’s so nice to see you,” she said.

	His arms cradled her gently. “A pleasure, as always.”

	“Will you come in? I’m sure Dad and Nour would like to say hi.”

	He shook his head. “Perhaps another time.” Dropping his arms, he smiled at me and then strode away.

	“Grant,” I called after him.

	He paused. “Yes?”

	I ran to him. “Thank you.”

	He inclined his head.

	“This turned out better than I deserved.”

	“No, Sara.” His eyes widened, fierce denial flashing in their green depths. “Do not believe that. You deserve happy endings.”

	His intensity warmed the icy gloom that had plagued me all day. On impulse, I gave him a hug.

	“It’s time to return to Kimberley,” he said, smiling. “I shall watch until you are safely inside.”

	I nodded, strolled back to her, and linked our arms. “Ready?”

	She climbed the front steps, eyes sparkling with amusement. “You missed the train.”

	“I did, but I can’t say that I’m sorry.”

	“Me either. Come on.” She led the way to the house and through the front door.

	We stopped in a foyer with a high ceiling, cherry floors, and dark paneling. Mr. Rey was an architect. Had he designed this space? It was small and elegant.

	“Did Grant tell you who he is?” Kimberley asked.

	“What kind of question is that?” I studied her with concern. Kimberley’s brain damage made it difficult for her to remember things. Had she forgotten who Grant was? “He’s your friend. My former tutor. Lacey’s ex-boyfriend.”

	“Those are all good answers.” She clapped her hands with excitement. “I’ll show you to the guest room, and then we can join Dad and Nour for supper. This’ll be fun, like we’ve just made our graduation trip longer. I’m glad you’re here.”

	“I am, too.” And, surprisingly, that was the truth.


 

	TO: Counselor

	FROM: Grant

	DATE: Monday, 15 June

	 

	In February, I wrote the League regarding Sara Tucker, expressing my unease that her pleasant demeanor was at odds with the despair I could sense within.

	After meeting her again, I regret to report that her mourning process has stalled. She made a grave error today, one that put her in danger and alarmed those who care for her. An emotionally healthy Sara would have been visibly contrite. Today’s Sara barely registered her surroundings.

	I find the lack of response from her parents to be unsettling. Are they demonstrating confidence in Sara’s resilience? Or do they remain too distracted by their own grief to notice her?

	Is Sara eligible for further assistance? It is my understanding that there can only be one assignment per family, yet Kimberley Rey has been served twice. Perhaps a similar exception can be made for Sara. If so, I reiterate my willingness to serve her. Our past relationship makes me an ideal candidate.

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	Double Dose

	 

	Kimberley and I rode to North Carolina together on the Tuesday morning train. As we pulled into the Rocky Mount depot, I spotted my dad in the parking lot, standing beside his car.

	“Hi, Mr. Tucker. Thank you for picking us up,” Kimberley said as we tossed our suitcases into the trunk.

	“You’re welcome, Kimberley.” He gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Hi, princess. Good trip?”

	“Yes, sir.” I scanned his face to read his mood and found only fuzziness.

	We all got in. On the drive home, Kimberley broke the silence with intermittent bursts of conversation. Dad or I mumbled when courtesy demanded it.

	After we’d dropped off Kimberley, he turned to me. “Need to stop by the store?”

	“No, sir. Home is fine.”

	He said nothing on the way, which was just as well, because I wouldn’t have wanted to answer the obvious questions.

	Clearly, Dad wasn’t feeling obvious.

	He parked his Mercedes in the garage. My mother’s SUV was gone.

	“Where’s Mom? At the shop?”

	“No.” He led the way into the house, fumbling with his phone. “She’s at church.”

	He didn’t contribute any more details. I’d have to drag them out of him. “Why is she there on a Tuesday?”

	“Vacation Bible School.”

	My brother and I had attended VBS every summer when we were younger, and our mother had always volunteered. But this year? If Mom was hanging out with a swarm of excited little kids, it would tear her apart. Wouldn’t it? “How is she helping?”

	“Refreshments.” His sigh sounded tired. “She raided the freezer. It had a lot of cookies.”

	Ten dozen, to be precise. I’d been indulging in baking therapy lately. “Do I need to make something for dinner?”

	“No, thank you, she’ll be home by then.” He trudged down the hallway to the first-floor master suite.

	It was a relief that my parents were sharing a room again. With all of the horrible things that had happened this year, having them reconcile had been the bright spot. But I wished I could shake them from their stupor. They never talked about anything of substance. Didn’t want to share meals or spend time together. If they spoke to me at all, it was to discuss factual things, like my schedule at the consignment shop.

	Our emotions were still too raw to push for more. I got that. I didn’t know how well I could handle togetherness either. I didn’t feel neglected...

	Okay, yes I did, although I got that too. They were hurting. I was hurting. If we put our hurting into the same room for too long, it might combust. But I’d returned from DC a whole day late. Didn’t that rate...something?

	I climbed the back stairs and paused before the closed door across the hall from my bedroom. Following the ritual I’d created in February, I pressed my back to the wall and slid down until I was sitting on the carpet, staring at his door. It dared me to come inside, but so far I’d been too weak. Instead, that door and I waited for something to give.

	All in all, I’d dealt fairly well with my recovery. I’d finished school with decent grades. Got accepted to college. Kept the business running and the bills paid while my parents struggled to regain their bearings.

	But that door! That hateful door. It accused me of self-delusion. Taunted me with how fragile my control was. Reminded me of the ways I’d let down my twin.

	And that final, epic failure? Its guilt lurked within.

	Why was it that his bedroom upset me? He’d spent his final days in the sunroom, yet I’d walked in or through that room countless times since he breathed his last there.

	My psychiatrist had encouraged me to rip off the bandage and open this door. I’d stopped going to her. One day I would be ready, but not yet.

	Springing to my feet, I ran into my room and slammed the door. I needed a diversion. Now. 

	Read a book? Stream a TV show?

	No, I felt too restless to stay still for hours.

	My iPad waited on my dresser. I hadn’t taken it with me on the DC trip, preferring to be off-line for a few days. It was time to catch up. I grabbed the tablet, flopped into a papasan chair, and logged in.

	As I scanned through my email, I deleted the junk that had slipped through the spam filter. I smiled as I read a chatty note from my grandmother, complete with photos of her and Grandpa in Yosemite National Park. Lacey had checked in, to make sure that I got back okay, so I sent a quick response. Then I frowned in surprise at the next message. It was from the Admissions Office at Piedmont College, marked Urgent. I clicked it open.

	 

	Dear Ms. Tucker,

	When we offered you admission to Piedmont College in April, it was contingent on the successful completion of your senior year. We have reviewed your final high school transcript and are dismayed to see a marked decline in your GPA. Of particular concern is the D you received in French III. It is a requirement for admission, and we can only accept credits with a C or higher.

	We recognize that there can be extenuating circumstances that might cause students to struggle in their final semester. If you wish to provide an explanation, please respond to this email by July 1. In the interim, we have suspended your admission.

	 

	Chills rocked through me as I tried to take this in. I’d completely earned that D in French, due to not turning in homework and blowing the final exam. Since I hadn’t needed a world language to graduate from high school, I hadn’t thought too much about it. Clearly, I’d forgotten that Piedmont cared.

	Okay, no need to panic. I could fix this. Probably.

	First, I wanted to understand what “suspended” meant. I opened the Piedmont website, looked on their admissions FAQ page, and…Wow. I read the answer multiple times, breaking it into pieces so I could grasp what I was facing.

	Basically, I was on a special type of waitlist. My slot would be held until the middle of July. With a satisfactory explanation, I would be either reinstated or put on academic probation. Otherwise, my admission would be rescinded.

	The worst part was my eligibility for housing. It was on hold too. If the residence halls filled early, I could miss out, and I really wanted to live on campus. Part of the college experience was going. Away.

	Well, I’d wanted a diversion, and I’d definitely gotten one. I had an explanation to write.

	 

	When I went downstairs on Wednesday morning, Mom sat at the bar, her hands wrapped around a mug.

	“Mornin’, Sara. There’s coffee ready.”

	“Thanks.” I poured a cup and slipped onto the stool beside her. “Dad says you gave away my supply of cookies.”

	Her smile was faint. “They disappeared in five minutes.”

	“I’m glad the kids enjoyed them. Do you want me to make more?”

	“No, I only volunteered for one night.”

	“Okay.” There was nothing left to wring from that topic. I tapped my fingers on the countertop, not wanting this conversation to die but not sure what was safe to say.

	“Did you have a good time in Washington, sweetheart?”

	“Yes, ma’am. It was great. Not too crowded.”

	“See anyone famous?”

	“We met both of our senators, if you count them.” I waited for a reaction, but she was frowning at her watch, her attention already elsewhere. “Is Dad driving you to the shop today?”

	“Yes, and we’re late. I have some merchandise I’d like to mark down before we open.”

	“When do you want me to come in?”

	“You can stay home today. We’re covered.”

	“But—”

	“Really, sweetheart. Just relax. Tomorrow is soon enough.”

	I would’ve said more, but my father was hurrying into the room.

	“Ready to go?” he asked, helping her off the stool.

	“Hey, Mom, Dad,” I said. They turned and faced me. “Do you have a minute? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

	“Can it keep until another time, princess? We’re running behind.”

	I gave Dad a light smile. “Sure. That’s fine.”

	“Great.” He leaned over and dropped a kiss on my hair. “Enjoy your day.”

	“You too.”

	The door banged shut, and then the garage door whined up and down. I was alone in this big house for the next eight hours with a pile of dirty clothes, three annoyed cats intent on punishing me for my absence, and plenty of wayward thoughts.

	Might as well get started on my morning full of fun. After rummaging in the pantry for a protein bar, I headed back upstairs. I wanted to review my explanation to Piedmont again.

	An hour (and three changed words) later, I hit Send.

	It would be enough, right?

	Hold on. It would be fine. The counselors would understand the circumstances, and worrying wouldn’t make them respond any faster. I would take my mom’s advice and use this day to relax. To re-center myself.

	The place where I could do that best was outside, surrounded by the charm of our garden. After sliding my feet into a pair of flip-flops, I went downstairs, out through the sunroom, and across the patio to the back lawn. An old wooden swing awaited me, nearly hidden under a canopy of trees. I dropped onto it and gave a hard push, setting me and the swing into motion.

	It was quiet on our street. There weren’t too many small kids left in the neighborhood. Homeowners were already busy with work or chores. Somewhere nearby, a lawnmower growled to life. 

	I hugged my knees to my chest and allowed my mind to become as still as the shadows.

	Fifteen minutes passed before the growling grew louder. The riding mower entered the back yard, steered by a guy wearing shades and headphones. On his first pass by me, he glanced into the trees and then jerked in surprise and stopped. As the noise died, he yanked the headphones down to his neck and pulled off his shades.

	It was Scott Fuentes. Even covered in grime and grass clippings, his hair darkened to black by sweat, he was one of the hottest guys I’d ever met.

	“Hi, Sara.” He came over to me, a friendly smile lighting his face.

	I nodded. “How long have you been taking care of our yard?”

	The smile dimmed. “Two years.”

	I flushed with a double dose of embarrassment, for being rude and for not noticing something as basic as having a classmate maintaining our lawn. “Sorry. I didn’t know.”

	“No problem.” He slipped the safety gear back on and climbed on the mower. Seconds later, it roared off.

	I sat there in frozen contemplation, eyes tracking his movements as he mowed. When that was done, he used the weed whacker to edge the beds, and finished with the leaf blower. He and the equipment disappeared from view. Straining to hear the sounds of his truck leaving, I bowed my head and frowned at the pine straw beneath my feet.

	A pair of scuffed boots appeared in front of me. “Sara, are you okay?”

	Wow. My bad manners hadn’t driven him away. Instead, he’d opened himself up to more. His kindness chipped a crack in my shell. “Not really.”

	He squatted, bringing our faces to the same level. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

	His persistence was unexpected and incredibly nice. “No, but thanks.”

	“The offer’s open.” He grinned. “Any time you feel like talking, I listen very well.”

	His smile was infectious. I couldn’t help returning it. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

	“If you think of something, I’ll be here on Friday.”

	“What are you doing on Friday?”

	His eyes narrowed. “We’re mulching the beds.”

	Unease tickled at me. “It seems like that just happened a couple of months ago.”

	“Yeah. We’re doing it again.”

	That was weird. “Did my parents say why?”

	“You should ask them.” He rose and slipped on his shades. “Nice to see you, Sara.” With a nod, he sauntered away.

	I pushed off the swing and traded the humid heat of the outdoors for the cool of the house. Once in the family room, I looked around indecisively. There was something that Scott had hinted at, something I ought to know. Should I quiz my dad? Question my mom?

	Aaand the answer to both questions was No. Tomorrow would be soon enough.



	


Chapter 3

	 

	An Electric Excitement

	 

	My mother had opened her fashion and home décor consignment shop nine months ago as a distraction from the turmoil of my brother’s illness. It had proved to be a brilliant idea. Vendors sought us out. Customers were steady and loyal.

	And the Tuckers? We would have fractured without it, individually and as a family. My parents liked being out front, serving people. I enjoyed all parts of the business, even running reports, mining data, and intaking new stock—tasks that were long overdue since I’d been gone for a week.

	When I entered our business office on Thursday, Mom was seated at the desk, absorbed by something on the laptop.

	“Hi,” I said.

	She jerked at the sound of my voice and clicked down the browser. “Mornin’.” Her voice was thick with tears.

	Stepping behind her, I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and pressed my cheek to hers. It was wet. She’d seemed fine yesterday. What had happened?

	“Mom...” I couldn’t think of how to comfort her.

	“I know. It’s hard.” She patted my hand clumsily.

	It’s hard? That was as close as she’d come in a while to acknowledging the topic we all avoided. “Yeah, it is.”

	“What will you work on today?”

	“Making sure our accounts are caught up.”

	“Splendid,” she said with forced cheerfulness and pulled out of my arms. “It’s time to open the shop. I’ll get out of your way.”

	She wasn’t in my way, but I understood. “I’ll let you know when I’m done.”

	The door closed behind her with a soft click.

	I went home four hours later, ate a protein bar, then opted for an afternoon nap, lying curled on my duvet.

	The buzz of the phone woke me up.

	I stretched, which earned me an irritated snort from the cat that had joined me on the bed. “Sorry,” I said, giving Orion an apologetic chin scratch. It was only after she’d batted away my hand that I checked my phone. There was a text from my father.

	DAD: Have dinner with mom and me tonight

	Interesting. And nice.

	ME: Where?

	DAD: At home. In an hour

	ME: Ok

	I wasted the hour on the internet before skipping downstairs to the kitchen. It was empty but smelled good.

	“In here,” Dad called.

	I detoured into the formal dining room and halted on the threshold. The table had been set with china, silver, flowers, candles, a lace cloth, and napkins. Coq au vin and mashed potatoes steamed from bowls in the center.

	Meals at the Tucker house were generally spent perched on stools at the bar or standing in the kitchen, shoveling food in alone. It had been so long since our family had a sit-down that I couldn’t remember the last time. Something was wrong.

	I leaned against the door frame for support. “What’s going on?”

	When Mom sent my dad a “you handle this” look, he shrugged. “We’re having a nice dinner.”

	“Why?”

	“Because we haven’t done this in a while.”

	That couldn’t be the reason. It saddened me that I was reacting with suspicion, not pleasure. I pulled out the lone chair across from them and pasted on a smile. If they wanted to fake it, I could too. The three of us were together with amazing food on a beautifully set table. I would fixate on that. After serving myself some potatoes, I spooned chicken and sauce on top.

	We didn’t bother with conversation while we ate. The only sounds were the clink of silver against dishes.

	Dad cleared his throat. “Sara?”

	I looked up from my plate. Here it came. “Yes?”

	“Your mother and I have come to a major decision.”

	“Okay.” The careful way he spoke made my skin prickle. “What is it?”

	“We’re selling the house.”

	The statement flashed through me like an electric jolt. Selling? This house?

	His announcement stunned me. If I’d tried to imagine the worst possibilities behind our family dinner, I wouldn’t have dreamed up this one.

	Maybe I’d misunderstood. “You’re selling our house?”

	“Yes.”

	“When?”

	“It’ll be listed by the end of the month.”

	Excuse me?

	I looked from him to my mother, who wouldn’t meet my gaze. “Could you add a few more details? Your motivation for the decision might be good.”

	His face settled into solemn lines. “We’re going to spend more time at the beach cottage. It doesn’t make sense to hold onto a house this big anymore.”

	Not the reason at all. “Are you selling the consignment shop too?” We all loved that place. Mom had purchased the huge historic Harley House and renovated the downstairs. It was gorgeous now, with hardwood floors and twelve-foot ceilings and ornate trim everywhere.

	“No,” Mom finally spoke, her voice gruff. “We’ll finish converting the second floor into an apartment. Your dad and I will live there during the week and go to the beach cottage on the weekends.”

	“What about me?”

	“You’re about to move away from home, Sara. Unless you’re on break, you’ll be living in a dorm.”

	Maybe not, but I wouldn’t be introducing that problem now.

	There had been too much change this year. Bad change. What made them think this one was good?

	I fought off a strong desire to rock. Instead, I gripped the edge of the table. This moment felt like it needed focus, not rocking.

	I’d lived in this house most of my life. Millions of memories had been created here. Sleepovers in the living room. Shouting matches in the hallways. Butt races down the stairs. Did they believe we could just pack up our history and move?

	It had been a while since I’d felt such fierce outrage that my nerve endings popped and sizzled. “You didn’t include me in the discussion.”

	“We knew what your opinion would be.”

	I bet they did, and even if they hadn’t, my “are you crazy?” expression would’ve made it clear. “I think—”

	Dad interrupted. “You might as well let this go.”

	Really? Had he forgotten my personality? I never simply let things go. “Therapists say that you shouldn’t make big life changes when you’re grieving.”

	“The decision’s been made.”

	When had my father become so dictatorial? This affected me. Hurt me. What reason had been so huge that they’d excluded me from the conversation? Even if I couldn’t have changed their minds, I’d deserved the opportunity to speak.

	Thwarted frustration swelled inside me until it seemed as if it could spew from my skin. “Why this? Why now?”

	“We’ve already explained—”

	“No, you haven’t, Dad. Just tell me the truth.”

	“We can’t live here anymore!” Mom sounded ragged. Desperate. “He’s everywhere.”

	The word everywhere echoed in the silence, finally making sense of the false platitudes they’d spouted before. My parents had to leave for the same reason I wanted to stay.

	My outrage cooled as quickly as it had flared. Knowing the whole truth made this painful news easier to take. I might not like this decision, but I got it now. Releasing my grip on the table, I forced my brain to go slack. “Okay, then. What happens next?”

	Dad took my mother’s hand in his. “We have to give the house curb appeal. We met with our real estate agent to create a list of projects while you were in DC.”

	“So you’ve been planning this for a while.”

	He kept going as if I hadn’t spoken. “We have contractors arriving tomorrow.”

	“To mulch flower beds.” Scott had known before me. Wow.

	“Yes, and replace the carpet. Paint the walls. Typical stuff. It shouldn’t take long to finish.”

	I choked back my despair. They’d dropped this bomb on me less than 24 hours before our home would be invaded. “How much has to be done to complete the Harley House apartment?”

	“All we have left is to upgrade the oven and the refrigerator, and then give it a good cleaning.”

	In addition to the kitchenette, the second floor had a great room and a master suite. Unless they planned to clear out some space in the junk closet, there was no bedroom for me. Was that a message or an oversight? I pressed my hands against the burn in my gut. “Who’s packing Sean’s room?” His name scraped my throat.

	My mother made a strangled noise.

	Dad squeezed her hand. “We’ve hired a service.”

	“Well, they won’t be going in Sean’s room.” He was my brother. My twin. There was no chance I would let “a service” near his things. “I’ll do it.”

	“That isn’t such a good idea.”

	“You’re right. It sucks. Letting strangers touch his stuff sucks worse.”

	“Sara.” Mom’s lips trembled. “It’ll be too hard on you.”

	Yes, it would. I’d do it anyway. “I’ll ask Lacey and Kimberley to help.”

	Mom jumped to her feet and hurried from the room.

	“Princess, you don’t have to do this.”

	“The decision’s been made.” I had to get out of here. Rising, I grabbed my keys and headed for my car. Maybe if I drove long enough, I could pretend that I wasn’t about to say good-bye to a big part of my past.

	 

	After an hour of aimless wandering, I found myself pulling into a parking space in front of the bookstore/coffee shop where Lacey worked. I could see her moving about The Reading Corner half of the store, assisting customers. Kimberley would likely be hanging out in the other half until her boyfriend ended his shift as a barista.

	My hands gripped the steering wheel as I considered what to do next. The Sara I’d become after my brother’s diagnosis had grown accustomed to handling life on her own. I’d fallen out of practice with asking people for help—if I’d ever known how.

	Hold on. Lacey and Kimberley weren’t random people; they were my friends. There was no reason to feel nervous about needing them.

	Before I could talk myself out of it, I slid from the car and entered The Java Corner. I was right about Kimberley. She sat on the old leather sofa, reading something on her iPad and sipping from a mug. Mason had a protective eye on her from his place behind the counter.

	“Hi, Sara. A large decaf?”

	I nodded. “Lots of cream.”

	Kimberley patted the spot beside her. When I plopped down, she slid an arm over my shoulders and squeezed. “How are you?”

	“Okay.”

	“No, you’re not.”

	My friend might have problems with her short-term memory, but there was nothing wrong with her ability to read people’s moods. “I have some news, but I’d like Lacey to hear it, too.”

	“I’m not sure if she’s here today.” Kimberley’s face clouded. She glanced anxiously at Mason.

	“She is,” he said, handing over my mug. “Would you like for me to get her?”

	“Yes, please.”

	“I’ll trade places with her while you talk.” He leaned over, pressed his lips to Kimberley’s, and sauntered through the French doors in the wall separating the two sides of the shop.

	I watched her as she watched him, and felt something soften inside me. Kimberley had gotten very close to my brother in the final weeks before cancer claimed him, but it was hard to know what she remembered. How would she react to my request?

	Lacey came in, pushed a chair closer to the sofa, and sat. “What’s up?”

	“My parents are selling the house.”

	They both gasped.

	“Yeah, I was kind of shocked, too.”

	“Are they moving out of Magnolia Grove?” Kimberley asked.

	“Not exactly. They’ll split their time between the beach cottage and the apartment over the consignment shop.”

	“How soon?”

	“They’ll put the house on the market in a couple of weeks, after they’ve fixed it up.”

	“Sara, I’m sorry,” Lacey said in a soft, sad voice. “Who will pack up Sean’s room?”

	“I will.”

	“Have you been in there since he died?”

	Wow. No easing into things from my friends, which was why I’d come to them. I needed to face their brand of reality more often. “I haven’t been through the door.”

	Kimberley clasped my hand. “If you haven’t gone into his room in four months, how can you bear to touch his things?”

	My throat felt raw and thick. “I’ll figure something out.”

	Lacey slid off her chair and wedged herself onto the couch beside me. “Could your grandmother pitch in?”

	My friends, at least, hadn’t mentioned hiring strangers. I shook my head. “She and Grandpa are making a pilgrimage through the national parks out west.”

	“You can’t do this alone, Sara.”

	“I don’t want to either. That’s why I came here. Could one of you help?”

	Kimberley’s eyes widened. “How?”

	Here was my biggest problem. I wasn’t sure about what kind of assistance I’d feel comfortable accepting from my friends. So I couldn’t mention specifics yet. “I don’t know exactly. I wish you could just show up and do whatever I think of at the moment. Even better, read my mind, ‘cause I’m not sure how easy it’s going to be for me to speak.”

	My friends exchanged glances, an electric excitement flashing between them.

	“We know the perfect person,” Lacey said while Kimberley bobbed her head.

	“Who?”

	“Grant.”

	I closed my eyes and let the suggestion sink in. My gut reaction was...positive. When I’d seen him a couple of days ago, I’d been reminded how patient and unobtrusive he was. And he’d known my brother. A major qualification. “Grant would be great, except he’s in DC.”

	“Grant finds his way to wherever he’s needed.”

	“Can you get in touch with him?”

	Lacey shook her head. “That’s the main obstacle. We can’t let him know unless he checks in. So, no promises.”

	“Wait a minute,” Kimberley said, pulling out her phone. “I might have his info in my contacts.”

	“Really?” Lacey’s eyes widened. “He never gave that to me.”

	I fought a smile. “You dumped him. Nobody is surprised that your ex didn’t stay in touch.”

	Lacey directed a scowl at me.

	Kimberley looked up, beaming. “I found it. I’ll text him.” Her fingers moved over the screen. “I’ll let you know if he responds.”

	“And if he doesn’t?”

	“I’m sorry, Sara. I can’t help you.” Kimberley blinked back sudden tears. “The last time I can remember being in Sean’s room, it was for a photo shoot. I still look at those images, and they bring back beautiful memories, and I can’t—” The words choked off.

	“Hey. It’s okay. I understand.” I slid an arm around her shoulders and hugged her closer.

	Lacey raised her hand. “I can help.”

	Hope flickered and took hold. Having a Plan A and a Plan B was wonderful. “Thanks. Do you think Eli would have time, too?”

	“Sure.” Her eyes warmed at the mention of her boyfriend. “He’ll be back from Europe in a few days.”

	“Okay, then.” I stood, almost dizzy with relief that I wouldn’t have to face this on my own.

	“Sara.” Lacey rose, too, and stared earnestly into my eyes. “If Grant comes, you can trust him.”

	What an odd reminder. “I know that.”

	“Even if he tells you something that sounds completely insane, it’s true.”

	Kimberley was nodding. “She’s right. Grant would never lie to you.”

	“Is there a point to all of this reassurance?”

	“You’ll understand, when he gets here.”


 

	TO: Counselor

	FROM: Grant

	DATE: Thursday, 18 June

	 

	I have received a message from Kimberley Rey, my last assignment as an apprentice. She requests my assistance with Sara Tucker. I am eager to accept.

	Has the League reached a conclusion on the nature of my participation? I am prepared to suspend my role as a guardian, if that is required.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	Faint Tracks

	 

	Distant shouts yanked me from a troubled sleep. I rolled over and peered at the clock. Eight AM. What was going on?

	I stumbled out of bed and to the window. In front of the house sat a large truck with Fuentes Landscaping painted on the side. Two men pushed wheelbarrows full of mulch up our driveway.

	The first “curb appeal” project was underway.

	I spent the next hour getting dressed, drinking coffee, and generally doing a lot of nothing. A peek in the back yard showed that Scott and his crew had nearly finished.

	A longing to be outside swamped me. I wanted to be in the sunshine, near people, watching something get better. Wishing it could be me getting better.

	Scott had offered his help on Wednesday. I had no idea how he could do that, but I was glad he was willing to try. No, I was more than just glad. I was eager. I’d brushed off attempts from friends over the past few months and now, finally, when I might be ready, people weren’t asking anymore.

	Except Scott.

	I went outside to the patio and dropped onto the glider.

	When he saw me, Scott waved. “I’ll call a break,” he said and turned to his crew. “Ustedes descansen. Nos iremos pronto.” The other two guys laughed and then took off, leaving us alone in the back.

	As Scott approached, he pushed his shades to the top of his head. “Hey,” he said, stopping at the edge of the patio.

	“Hey.” I tried to smile and mostly succeeded. “The yard is looking great.”

	“Thanks.” His dark brown eyes were soft with sympathy. “You know about the house.”

	“Yeah.” His words triggered a wave of melancholy. I bit my lip and focused on my bare feet.

	The glider squeaked as he sat next to me. “You’re going to get through this, Sara.”

	I nodded, unable to speak over the sadness.

	“Tell me what I can do.”

	Why was I responding to him? We hadn’t taken many of the same classes. I only knew him as well as I could from working on the occasional project together. But his father had provided the venue for my brother’s graduation party, and Scott had been wonderful that night. He’d come to the memorial service. I wanted to trust him. “I will when I figure it out.”

	“Still too messed up about Sean?”

	“I can’t imagine a time when I won’t be messed up.”

	“It might take a while, but it’ll get better.”

	I sucked in a few steadying breaths. “How do you know?”

	“My mom drowned in the ocean while I played on the shore.”

	I whipped around to meet his gaze, shocked, aching for him, fumbling for a way to invite him to say more. In the past few months, I learned that I’m sorry ended conversations. “That’s horrible, Scott. How old were you?”

	“Twelve.”

	“Was your dad there?”

	“It was just Mom and me that day, enjoying the beach.” Pain thickened his voice.

	I laid my hand over the fist he had clenched against his thigh and gave it a brief, gentle squeeze.

	We sat side by side, not speaking, both staring straight ahead. The noises of the neighborhood flowed around us.

	“How long does it take to recover?” I asked.

	“You never completely recover. You just learn how to cope.” He shifted toward me. “It kind of sneaks up on you. Six months will pass, and you’ll realize that it’s been several hours since you wished you could rewind your life to the day before. So that you could have another chance to say all the right words and do all the right things.”

	That! On my brother’s last night, I’d slumped on his bed and fallen asleep—even though I’d known it couldn’t be many more days. Somewhere deep inside me, I’d known it would be no more than hours. Yet I couldn’t keep my eyes open, and when I awakened, he’d drifted away. It was my biggest regret. “How do you get past the wish for a do-over?” I met Scott’s gaze.

	“You don’t. You decide to live with it.” His eyes held a swirl of emotions in their depths. Pain. Empathy. Encouragement.

	“You can just decide?”

	A smile ghosted across his lips. “Maybe it sounds strange, but you can. You put yourself through the motions. Pretend you’re back in the real world. Each day, spend a little more time trying to be normal. Eventually, it stops being pretend.”

	“How did you make yourself do that?”

	“I sweated out the sadness.”

	“Sweated?”

	“Yeah. I built an arbor from cedar. It took me weeks of hard work, but I felt better when I was done.”

	“Why an arbor?”

	“Mom always wanted one, and we’d never found the time. So I just made up my mind to build it. I didn’t do a very good job. I’m sure my dad fixed all of my mistakes after I went to bed. But when it was finished, we were on the road to being okay.” Scott smacked his hands on his thighs and pushed to his feet. “Well, I guess I should find my crew. We have one more yard to complete before heading home.” He held out his phone. “Would you like my number?”

	“Thanks. I would.” I texted myself from his phone and handed it back.

	“Contact me anytime.”

	“I will. Promise.”

	As I watched him jog away, I thought about the grief we had in common. It might be a sad sort of bond to share, but it made me feel less alone.

