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      For Emma

      

      You’re the best little sister a girl could have.

      I’m glad you found your happily ever after.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            Trudy

          

        

      

    

    
      I barely survived the burning pile of garbage that was my first marriage. I marvel every single day that I emerged from that nightmare with something as beautiful as my son Troy. Sometimes I catch myself staring at him: the curve of his chubby baby face, the delicate bones in his arms, and the curlicues in his hair.

      I’m staring at him and thinking about how quickly he’s growing, when he knocks his cereal bowl onto the floor. Milk sprays in directions my high school physics teacher wouldn’t have even believed possible.

      My sense of wonder evaporates in the heat of frustration.

      “Troy, sweetie!”

      He turns wide, shining eyes toward me, eyes that could have inspired an anime character. “I'm sorry Mommy.”

      I sigh and grab two hand towels. I dampen one of them and hand the other to Troy. “Clean up the mess, and I'll wipe it all down for you after you’re done.”

      I’m a firm believer that kids need to try to clean up their own messes, but Troy isn’t very effective yet. My knees ache by the time I finish wiping the bottom of the cabinets on the far side of the kitchen. That’s when I notice Troy's curly head bobbing up and down toward the front door. He's dragging the tin watering can behind him, sloshing water over the side onto the tile.

      I sigh dramatically. “I'm just finishing cleaning up the last mess. What are you doing?”

      “I forgot yesterday, Mom.”

      I shake my head. “We're supposed to be getting ready for your party. Besides, we've talked about this. It's pointless.”

      He sets his jaw and huffs. “It needs water.”

      Troy turns four today. His dad won't be at his party, which is both a relief and a sorrow. I'm the one who took out the restraining order, so I can't really fault Chris for not coming. Troy and I are stronger without him, but the absence of his dad has made Troy a little obsessive. His latest hang-up centers on a dead plant in a pot on the front porch.

      “I looked it up honey, remember? Gerbera daisies are annuals here in Atlanta. That means they die when the weather gets cold and they don't come back. Once spring comes, we can buy some more, but this little plant is completely dead. Watering it won't help.”

      Troy opens the door and doggedly hoists the watering can a few inches off the ground to pour water over the blackened stems and leaves of the former daisy. “Plants need water and sun and dirt.”

      I wait for him to finish and usher him back inside, taking the much lighter watering can from his hands. In Troy's mind, everything can be fixed. Broken toy? Mom can glue it. Hole in his jacket? Mom will sew it up. One day he'll learn that some things can't be saved, but for now, I don't put up more than a token protest.

      I'm totally the mom I swore I'd never become, the kind who secretly flushes a dead goldfish and replaces it before my son wakes up. Not that we have a fish, thankfully. I'm at capacity on the total number of living things I can preserve right now with just Troy and myself.

      Guests should be arriving any minute. I only invited a handful of people, but Troy won't know it's a pathetically small party. I survey the family room, breakfast room and kitchen. My homemade Lightning McQueen cake sags in the middle and the frosting has slid down in a few places, forming bunchy piles. But the price was right—$4.75 for all the ingredients combined.

      Red and gold balloons are taped to the back of each chair, and streamers dangle from the ceiling. His gift from me rests in the center of the table. I stayed up way too late last night making car shaped sugar cookies for party favors, which now sit in clear plastic baggies, all piled in a bowl. I've got a stack of crustless peanut butter and jelly sandwiches in the fridge, along with a bowl of apple slices.

      Sadly, this pitiful party still cost more than I should've spent. I need a job so bad.

      I cross the room to the built-in desk between the laundry room and the kitchen to check my email before the party starts. Maybe someone has replied to a job application and there's an email inviting me for an interview. It could happen, right? Except it doesn't.

      My inbox is as empty as my bank account.

      A bright red piece of paper on the fridge catches my eye and I snatch it down and stuff it in my pocket, grateful I remembered to hide it before Mary shows up.

      She would not understand the importance of my list. Not that I really need the list taped to my fridge. I know the three things on it by heart.

      Trudy Will Not Date Anyone Until:

      1. She graduates.

      2. She finds a dream job.

      3. She repays Troy's medical expenses.

      I've been officially divorced for barely more than a month, and Mary's already raring to set me up. Clearly her newfound happiness in love has nowhere to go and is spilling over on her family and friends.

      In Mary's defense, lots of women in my place might be dating already. Chris did leave me more than six months ago, even if I didn't want to admit it was real for a while. But I did things wrong the first time around, and I'm not going to screw up again. No dating or even flirting until my three tasks are complete. Graduation hovers right around the corner, but finding a dream job seems like a long and possibly unrealistic trip I won’t ever be able to take. And repaying the enormous sum Mary paid for me feels like a distant island only imagined in fairy tales.

      Mary loaned me a huge pile of money to cover medical bills when Troy was diagnosed with Type 1 diabetes, and I will pay her back if it kills me. Unless I die of old age first, which seems like a possibility. Right now I can't even come up with any money to pay rent for this house, which means my debt is increasing, not decreasing.

      The doorbell rings and Troy races to answer it. He nearly trips over his own feet. “Honey, wait for me. You're too young to be answering—”

      Troy doesn't even pause, but he swings the door wide enough that I can see Mary's smiling face. Her grin always lifts my spirits. Her fiancé Luke follows her through the door, and Amy and Chase dart past the adults. Chase and Troy immediately shoot around the corner headed for Troy's room. I almost call them back to interact with the rest of us, but I stop myself. If Troy and Chase want to play boy stuff on Troy's birthday, I should let them. Besides, only three other kids are coming. I'll call them back to greet the other guests when they arrive.

      “Trudy, everything looks great,” Mary says. “I can't believe you made that cake.”

      I lift one eyebrow. “You can't?”

      Luke shakes his head. “I can't either. It looks amazing, seriously. If you weren't about to graduate in computer stuff, I'd say go find a job at a bakery.”

      This is exactly why I can't trust a word they say. “I really am looking for jobs. I'll pay you rent as soon as I can.”

      Mary flinches. “That's not what Luke meant.” She crosses the room and pulls me against her for a hug. “You don't need to rush. Troy needs you. You're welcome to stay here for as long as you want.”

      Tears threaten and I inhale deeply to head them off. The income I earn each month selling handmade home decor on Etsy barely covers the cost of groceries. I moved in with Mary around Christmas, but when she got engaged, Luke bought a new house for her. Mary's been kind enough to keep paying the utility bills on this place so that I have somewhere to live with Troy. She's never once complained, but I feel guilty about it every day.

      “I know you're not pushing, and I appreciate it. I swear to you though, I will be able to pay rent soon.”

      “Aunt Trudy,” Amy says.

      I glance down at her. She's got one hand on her hip, and the other around a box. “Where should we put Troy's presents?”

      She's only holding one, but I don't point that out. “The kitchen table is great. Thanks for being so polite about asking.”

      Amy glances at our four-person table and raises one eyebrow skeptically. “They definitely won’t fit there.”

      I crouch down and hold out my hands. She’s clearly not accustomed to parties with only a handful of guests. “I think we'll be okay. Here, if you give it to me, I'll make room for it.”

      Amy shakes her head. “No, this is just the one Chase picked. The rest of the presents are in Dad's truck.”

      I frown. Surely Mary and Luke wouldn't have brought something huge. I told Mary I bought Troy a remote control Mickey car, and my sister would never upstage my gift. Right?

      Amy reaches out with her free hand and pushes on the corners of my mouth. “Don't frown. Dad said you might have forgotten how you couldn't fit the surprise for Troy in your car, but we brought it for you.” She leans close and whispers. “Did you forget? Because sometimes old people forget things, and Dad says that's really normal. It's the train table Troy loves to play with when he comes to Mom's house, like Chase's.”

      This time I can't blink back my tears, so I stand up and wipe at my face. “I did forget. Thanks for reminding me, Amy. And you're right, it didn’t fit in my car.”

      Amy claps her hands. “I helped wrap all the trains. I thought Troy would like to open each one.” Her eyes sparkle. “I'll go help Dad bring them inside if that’s okay.”

      I point. “Maybe put them over there by the window.”

      Amy races back toward the door with Luke on her heels. He glances back at me, his eyebrows drawn together quizzically. “I hope you don't mind.”

      How could I mind that I have such generous family? It's exactly the kind of thing Mary would have done herself before she met Luke. Of course, she and I would have stayed up late the night before putting it together, one dumb piece at a time.

      I smile at him. “Of course not. Thanks.”

      He bobs his head and steps out.

      “He's a really, really good guy,” I say.

      Mary beams. “I know he is. And your guy is out there too, I can feel it.”

      I roll my eyes. “If you mention Paul’s name one more time, I may duct tape your mouth shut.”

      Mary puts her arm around me. “I didn’t say it this time. And you can’t be too cranky about it. You haven't even met him yet.”

      “I've been divorced for one month,” I say.

      “But you’ve been entirely alone for five. Most women would be looking around by now.”

      “You’re just in the engagement haze. I’m not in a rush. I'll meet Paul at your wedding, and I don't need you guys to make things unbearably awkward before then. I wouldn't even want to go on a date with Bradley Cooper if he knocked on my door. I'm not ready to date.”

      “I said something similar not too long ago.” Mary drags me into the kitchen and lets go of my hand to sink onto a chair. “Then I met Luke and realized I'd been lying to myself. Everyone wants to fall head over heels. They just need to meet a guy they trust to catch them.”

      “My heart's deader than those daisies Troy keeps watering. Dating anyone would be grotesque, trust me. Let's all agree to spare poor Paul that miserable experience.”

      Mary lifts her eyebrows. “I'll do no such thing.”

      My door bangs open and I'm glad I didn't bother sitting myself.

      Paisley flies through the door in front of Luke, sliding along my tile in an unnatural way. “What's up party people!?” She pulls up short and barely avoids toppling right into me. Meanwhile, Luke singlehandedly hefts a huge table through my doorway sideways.

      I maneuver around Paisley and rush over to help guide Luke. Amy follows after her dad with an armful of small packages.

      “Thanks guys,” I say.

      Amy and Luke head back down to grab the rest of the trains and track, all wrapped up individually. Troy unwraps presents slower than an arthritic snail, so this is going to be painful. Before I can follow them out and offer to help, Paisley zooms over to the family room with two more boxes under her arm.

      “What in the world is wrong with you?” I squint at her feet. No wonder she practically knocked me over when she came inside. “Please tell me you don't have wheels on your shoes.”

      Paisley plops both boxes onto the top of the train table. “My rolly footwear is literally the coolest thing ever invented. I can't believe I never tried them before.”

      “I’m pretty sure they hadn’t made them in big people sizes.” Mary drops her voice to a whisper. “Not much demand.”

      “Very funny.” Paisley leans close to me, her eyes twinkling. “Don't worry, Trudy. I got you and Troy matching pairs. You’re going to love these, I swear.”

      I groan. “You better be kidding. I need a broken wrist about as much as Troy needs a double shot of caffeine.”

      “What you need is more excitement in your life,” Paisley says. “You can't find it unless you look, and maybe I should clarify. You need to look somewhere outside of this house.”

      “Speaking of excitement, how did you get up the porch stairs?” I ask. “Without breaking your neck, I mean?”

      Paisley's grin splits her face and she lifts one foot up. “That's the beauty of these. They're shoes on the front. I walked up.”

      Mary and I share a glance, but before we come up with anything witty enough to say about the oddity of Paisley's brain, a boy from Troy's Sunday school class shows up. The other boy and the girl arrive moments after. The next hour and a half is full of squeals, games, and far too many juice box spills for only six kids.

      Amy takes it upon herself to enforce all house rules. She follows the four-year-olds around and orders them not to write on anything but paper. She makes them wash their hands before leaving the kitchen area to play. And when one of the little boys dashes over to the table to snatch a handful of grapes, she stops him with a firmly outstretched palm.

      “Graham,” she says imperiously, “you're welcome to eat those, but in this house, food stays in the kitchen.”

      Mary and Luke watch it all with identical indulgent half-smiles on their faces. If they weren’t so cute, it might be a little alarming. My sister’s been replaced. Now she’s half of a couple that communicates silently in smirks and loaded looks.

      “Amy has turned into quite the little lieutenant, hasn't she?” I ask Mary.

      “We’re spending more and more time at Mary’s place,” Luke says. “So that it won’t be such a big transition when we move in after the wedding. Amy's happy not to be outnumbered anymore, and she may be taking her job as Mommy's helper a little too seriously.”

      Mary shrugs. “I think it's harmless. For now.”

      Luke rolls his eyes. “You would think that. She didn't order you to take your shoes off and leave them by the front door yesterday.”

      “You were tracking mud inside,” Mary says.

      Amy approaches, arms folded across her chest. “Aunt Trudy, I think the kids are getting a little bored with the beanbag game. I keep having to stop them from opening Troy's presents. It might be time for cake.”

      Mary shoots me a sheepish look.

      “Why little miss, I think you're right. Why don't you call everyone over?”

      Amy herds the kids toward the table like a well-intentioned border collie. Chase bristles a little at his sister's officious commands, but Troy and his friends don't seem to mind. After one look at the cake, even Chase happily stands near the table with his small hands folded in front of him.

      “Thank you all for coming,” I say to the kids and their parents. “We are so happy that Troy's four years old!”

      Troy hugs my leg. “I'm big big big!”

      My heart contracts and I crouch down in front of him. “All I asked for this Christmas was for you to stay little.”

      Troy raises his chin. “But I gave you something different. A stuffed teddy bear. Which means I can be big now.”

      I pick Troy up. He may be bigger, but he still fits on my hip. “Now everyone wants to sing to you, okay? And then we can cut this cake.”

      Troy claps, and Paisley lights the candles.

      I choke back tears during the song, not ready to acknowledge that my baby's a little boy. But he blows out all four candles without help, and I have to admit it. He's growing up.

      We open presents next, and he loves the train table. Even so, a tiny part of my heart soars when he proclaims that the Mickey remote controlled car is his favorite toy. One day I'll be able to afford fancy gifts, but for now I'm glad my boy likes simple things.

      After the other three guests have left, Mary calls for Chase and Amy. “Time to go, kids.”

      “You can stay as long as you want,” I say. “No big rush on our end.”

      “I've got fifty million emails to wade through.” Mary sighs.

      “And I have to sign off on all the launch plan details.” Luke shakes his head. “I know you’re actively searching, but jobs are overrated.”

      “You might have a different opinion if you were in my shoes,” I say. “I've filled out eighty-six applications and not gotten one interview.”

      Mary's eyebrows draw together. “I wish you'd come work for me. I don't understand why you won't.”

      Mary has always been a genius, and laser focused on top of it. She put herself through college and took care of me at the same time. She found her own job right out of school and worked her way to the top by the age of thirty. She never had a leg up from anyone, so she doesn't get why I won't accept one when she's offering it.

      “I need to find a place myself,” I say.

      “Just apply for a position at LitUp Applied Science,” Luke says. “I won't even tell anyone to pick you, I swear.”

      I roll my eyes. “Sure you wouldn't. You guys are amazing, but I'm graduating in two months and I need to do this on my own.” Plus, there's no way I want to work at Luke's office, where he will awkwardly try to shove me at his little brother daily. Blech.

      “If you change your mind, just say the word,” Mary says. “Being the boss should have some perks, right?”

      A terrible thought occurs to me. What if they're offering me jobs because they're sick of me not contributing? Mary's too nice to complain, but the idea of her grumbling to Luke about how I'm such a freeloader when I could be earning something to pay them makes me dizzy.

      I bite my lip. “If I still can't find anything in the next two weeks, I'll apply for a job at both of your companies. I know I'm sponging off you right now so I shouldn't be too picky, but I'd really like to try and do this myself.”

      Mary puts her hand on my arm. Her voice is soft when she says, “Trudy, you are not sponging. You're caring for my beautiful nephew. You watch Chase and Amy all the time, and you're finishing up your degree. I don't even know how you'll find time to work between now and graduation.”

      “I watched my friend Pam's son Benson for free for two years while she was getting her beautician's license. She's too nauseated by the smell of hair products during her second pregnancy to work. Plus her husband got a promotion, and told her to take some time off. Troy and her son are the same age and they play beautifully, so she's going to watch Troy for free while things level off around here.”

      “What about school?” Luke asks. “You only had four classes between you and graduation, but that's still a full load.”

      “Yeah, I was so close. I was such an idiot not to finish. Luckily, the university has a new program that lets me take the computer classes mostly online, which means I could go at whatever pace I wanted. The reason I started looking for jobs is that I'm essentially done.”

      “How's that even possible?” Paisley has been wiping down the counters, and I almost forgot she was still here.

      “I've been working on them every single time Troy takes a nap, and after he goes to bed. I'm finished, other than taking my finals, which I can't do until the first week of May.”

      Paisley whistles. “Well folks, Mary and Trudy may not look an awful lot alike, but it turns out, Trudy's just as big of a nerd. Good luck living with a Wiggin girl, Luke, that's all I have to say.”

      “I can't wait.” Luke kisses Mary's forehead.

      Mary beans Paisley in the head with a grape.

      “Nice shot,” I say. “See? We're not too nerdy. We can still lob a grape well enough to leave a welt.”

      Luke's phone buzzes and he checks it. “That's Paul. He needs my feedback in the next hour on the supply chain revisions.” He slides his phone into his pocket. “Sorry we can't stay longer.”

      “If you guys are super busy, leave the kiddos,” I say. “They can spend the night.”

      Luke's head whips toward Mary's so fast, I worry about whiplash. “That's not a bad idea.”

      Mary shakes her head. “We can't, not tonight. They have dentist appointments in the morning, remember?”

      Luke grunts. “Fine, fine. Thanks for the offer, Trudy.”

      Once they've gathered all their things and extricated both kids, they head out the door. Luke turns back toward me before he heads down the steps. “I'm going to hold you to your promise,” Luke says. “Not because we care whether you're paying rent. We couldn't care less, I swear. But you're too great an asset to be wandering around undiscovered. You can keep sending resumes into slush piles for two more weeks, and if no one bites, then you're going to come work for me.”

      He hugs me, and I close the door behind him.

      Paisley's sweeping now. I cross the room and take the broom from her. “I didn't invite you over to be my maid.”

      “There were only six kids, right? How come it looks like a tornado went through the house?” she asks.

      “It looks almost this bad before I put Troy to bed every night.” He's watching Mickey Mouse on TV right now, but I glance at the clock. “Which I have to do in an hour or so, anyway.”

      “Maybe I'll stick around for a movie, then. Do you have time?” she asks.

      “You don't have other plans?” I'm giddy about having some girl time, but I feel bad keeping her here on a Sunday night. I'm sure she has more exciting options. “It's a weekend and you're single and flirty and fun.”

      Paisley laughs. “It's cute that you think I might have exciting plans. I had a horrible date on Friday. It was so bad I deleted the dating app from my phone.”

      “Whoa! No more internet dating for you?” I ask.

      She giggles. “Let’s not get too carried away. I have about ten other apps, but that particular one's toast.”

      “I don't even want to think about all that,” I say.

      “You never used apps before you married Chris?” Paisley asks.

      “I mean, they existed, but I met him through a friend. After that. . .”

      Paisley nods. “Yeah, Mary told me. He kind of took over your life.”

      I shrug. It's been so strange making decisions on my own, now that he’s finally been eliminated from my life. Strange, but also liberating. “Anyhow, I have a while before I need to worry about it.”

      She narrows her eyes at me. “Do you now?” She snatches my phone and starts poking at buttons.

      “Hey,” I say. “Give that back.”

      “I'm bringing you into the twenty-first century.”

      I snatch my phone back. “I'm not dating at all.”

      Paisley's jaw drops. “Why not?”

      I pull the crumpled list out of my pocket. “Last time I started dating someone and got excited, I got married and pregnant and didn't finish my last semester of college.”

      “Not everyone is Chris,” Paisley says. “In fact, most people aren’t anywhere near that narcissistic.”

      “Thank goodness for that,” I say, “but I need to worry about getting my ducks in a row. Besides, right now I don't even want to date.” I plop down onto one of the kitchen chairs. “I think my heart died.”

      “I didn't realize you were so upset over the divorce.” Paisley collapses next to me. “I'm sorry. I'm a lousy friend.”

      I shake my head. “It's not the divorce, or even Chris. My overwhelming feeling about that was just relief.”

      Paisley leans toward me. “Then what's with the vampire situation?”

      “Huh?” I ask.

      “Your undead heart?”

      Paisley's such a goober. “I don't know. I haven't wanted to watch rom coms, or any kind of love stories. I don't ever catch myself checking out hot guys. If my heart isn’t dead, it’s broken beyond repair. I don’t even think about all that stuff.”

      “When would you go see a movie if you wanted to? Do you ever leave the house anymore?”

      I whap her on the arm. “I leave the house.”

      “I’m not actually kidding. Other than shipping your Etsy signs and like, grocery shopping, when do you go anywhere?”

      My cheeks heat up. “I don't have enough money to pay for a gym membership—I only have one because Mary added me to her account for a Christmas present.” My voice drops to a whisper. “I really do need a job.”

      Paisley's face crumples. “Oh Trudy, I'm sorry. I didn't even think about that. Look, the last year has been a rough one.”

      “Try the last five.”

      She slides her chair close and puts her arm around me. “This year is going to be your best yet, then.”

      A tear slides down my cheek. “Why would you think that? I haven't got a single lead for a job. Not one.”

      “That's how it works. When life gets horrible enough, we make changes. It takes time to course correct, but once we do, that's when things improve. I’ve been watching. You’re headed the right way again, so things will come around for you.”

      I hope she's right.

      “Hey what jobs are you applying for, anyway?” she asks.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You're graduating in computer science, right?”

      I nod. “I'm applying for IT jobs, if that's what you're asking. But they all require experience. I don't know how I'm supposed to get any, since none of them will take me without it.”

      She taps her lip and stands up. “You should search for jobs where the company is looking for an assistant and an IT person.”

      I tilt my head. “Why, exactly?”

      “First of all, you have experience as an assistant and you have a reference, too. You've helped with Sub-for-Santa several times. You list that and then you put me down as a reference. I'll give you a glowing recommendation.”

      “But I don't want to be an assistant,” I say. “No offense.” I still have no idea what Paisley likes about being Mary's go-fer.

      She rolls her eyes. “You might like it once you try it, but even if you don't, it would get your foot in the door, Trudy. Once they meet you and see how smart you are, you'll be a shoo-in for their IT position.”

      Sly like a fox. My kind of plan.

      With Paisley's help, I add to my resume. When she wants me to change Trudy to ‘Gertrude,’ I balk. “It makes me sound a hundred years old.”

      “You’re applying for assistant jobs. The older, the more competent, right?”

      I suppose she would know. We work on applications until Troy gets sick of Mickey, which is about eleven applications in. Frankly, I was surprised to even find that many places looking for both assistants, and IT personnel.

      “An assistant spy,” I say. “I like it.”

      She grins and helps me put Troy to bed. Afterward, she insists on watching Kate and Leopold. I almost enjoy it.

      The next day, I check my email after my morning walk with Troy. I definitely enjoy seeing not one, not two, but three emails from companies interested in interviewing me. Maybe Paisley’s right and things are turning around for me. I’m smiling when I call them one-by-one and set up interviews.
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      My door is always open at work, but a knock on my doorframe alerts me to someone's presence. I look up and into the face of my older brother.

      Luke smiles at me. “Got a second?”

      “Sure,” I say. “Come on in.”

      He sets a large box on my desk. “I brought the packaging sample.”

      “It’s here sooner than I expected.” I reach for it, but Luke leans against the desk, blocking my hand. He clearly has an agenda this morning.

      “Did you have a good weekend?” Luke asks, a little too casually.

      “If working all day Saturday and all day Sunday and still not catching up on everything qualifies as good, then sure. It was fantastic. You?”

      “Mine was okay. I didn't catch up either.” He smirks. “So what are you doing this weekend? Hopefully it won't be as pathetic.”

      “I know what I'm not doing,” I say.

      “What's that?”

      “Meeting you and Mary for a double date.”

      Luke opens his mouth and then closes it, his teeth clicking together.

      “I've said this before, but it didn't seem to take,” I say. “I don't want to be set up with Mary's loser little sister.”

      Luke scowls. “She's not a loser, and since you've never even seen her, I'm surprised to hear you say that. You're usually not so boorish. And I thought you liked Mary.”

      I really stepped into that one. “I do. Mary's great.” Maybe too great. “That's not the point. Look, the more someone tries to sell me on how great beachfront property is, the more I suspect it’s not even near the water.”

      “I’m overselling her.”

      “Yes. And also, I don't need your help finding someone to date.”

      “I know you don’t,” Luke says. “You're smart, and funny and kind, and you do great with the ladies. Which is exactly why I want to introduce you to Trudy. She doesn’t need our help either, and she’s pushing back as hard as you are.”

      I frown at him. “Wait, she doesn’t want to meet me?”

      He takes that as encouragement, apparently. “It would be low key, I swear.”

      “Right, I can see it now. You and Mary would meet us at the restaurant. Your fiancé would walk in arm-in-arm with her mini-me, and you’d be dragging me by the scruff of my neck. We'd get appetizers and chat politics. We'd swap old family stories during the main course, and by the time dessert arrives, Mary and her sister would be clipping pages out of bridal magazines together.”

      “Oh please,” Luke says. “We don't even—”

      I cut him off. “Thanks, but no thanks. I know you've found an amazing wife not once, but twice now. I know you're more than qualified to judge whether a woman is quality, and I've proven that I can't always tell. Even so, I don't need you to set me up at all. With anyone, ever.”

      “Fine, I get it this time. You're serious.” Luke points at the mock up for the packaging. “Feel like yelling about this now? Or are you done?”

      I chuckle as I turn the box over in my hands. Our four point six pound car battery's biggest selling point is that it's lightweight. Which means we need the packaging for the battery to be light as air and showcase its size, while still protecting it in transit and attracting attention. “No, this actually looks great. Did we get price quotes?”

      Luke shakes his head. “We can't shop for quotes until we have an approved sample. If you think this is alright, I'll move ahead on the bids.”

      “Yeah, I think we're ready for that.”

      Luke mock bows. “Yes, boss.”

      The irony of him calling me that, even in jest, stings a little. “I only own forty-nine percent, as you well know. I should be calling you boss.”

      “As far as I'm concerned, we're even partners. We only did what the lawyer suggested, and it was only to eliminate conflict if we ever disagreed. You insisted that I be assigned the fifty-one percent instead of the forty-nine because I ponied up the start-up capital.”

      True enough. Luke's a benevolent overlord and always has been. It still irritates me. I stand up and grab my bag. “Get out of my office so I can, too.”

      Luke lifts his eyebrows. “You working from home every afternoon now?”

      I drop my bag on the desk. “I'm sorry. Do I need to check in with you on where I work? Because you were the one who completely abandoned the company for years to drive around in an RV with your kids, playing at being a simple project electrician.”

      Luke stiffens, and I immediately regret saying anything. Luke's wife died delivering their second child, leaving him to deal with the grief of losing her and the care a toddler and a newborn at the same time. I'd probably have gone insane and spent the next three years talking to a football I named Myrtle.

      “I didn't mean—”

      Luke cuts me off. “I am a project electrician, and I get all my best ideas from work in the field.”

      Most of our innovations came from things Luke realized the industry needed while working an actual gig. Whenever we ran dry on ideas, I’d send him back out. But I didn’t send him out after Beth, and he kept at those jobs for years, unable to come home and face that Beth wasn't coming back. I don't even begrudge him his sabbatical. He worked from where he was and sent a dozen ideas my direction.

      “I know you do, and I’m sorry I said anything.” I really am sorry I brought it up, but it still annoys me that he's giving me a hard time for leaving the office. “During your working sabbatical, I discovered that I’m more productive during the afternoon at home, where there aren't a hundred and fifty people dropping in to ask me questions.”

      “Fair enough,” Luke says.

      I start to walk past him, but he grabs my shoulder and forces me to meet his eyes. “Are we okay Paul? You seem off lately, and I can't pinpoint how. I don't want to badger you, but I need to make sure we're okay.”

      Luke's the best brother in the history of the world. Seriously. People joke all the time about us being the better Manning brothers, since Peyton and Eli Manning are so famous, but honestly. Luke dropped his life and immigrated to the States with me when I got into Harvard. He worked to pay for my school expenses. I didn't realize the extent of what he’d sacrificed for me by going straight into a job after secondary school until he told me he was enrolling too.

      Up until the day I found out Luke got into Harvard, it had never occurred to me that he might be smart. My family always talked about how Luke had common sense, and I was the smart one. I never even considered that he might be smart enough for a US college, much less an Ivy League one. He never hogged the limelight, but he was smarter than me all along. And better looking, and harder working.

      I didn't want to let his frat boy, trust-baby friend bankroll out first venture, but Luke insisted and it paid off. Then he met the most amazing girl ever, married her and had two gorgeous kids. It sucked when she died, I mean, I really do feel awful about that. But now he's found someone even more spectacular.

      I kind of hate him for it.

      Not really. I mean, I'm happy for him and of course I love him, but I'm jealous too. I want a perfect wife. I want to be the one with the ideas, instead of the grunt who hunches over a microscope figuring out how to make the brilliant concepts work. I want to sacrifice for him for once so he can pursue his dreams. I thought I was doing it while he traveled around the world with his kids in an RV, but he came up with the idea that made this dumb battery possible on that hiatus, so again.

      I lose.

      To someone I adore. To someone I idolize. To someone I respect. To someone I'd jump in front of a bullet to save.

      Losing over and over and over still chafes.

      But seriously, I really would do anything for Luke. Does it make me awful that I also want to do something without Luke?

      Probably.

      I shake my head. “I love you, Luke. You know I do, and of course we're fine. I'm just stressed and tired, that's all. I'll get the rest of the publicity proposals reviewed later today and send them to you and Rob.”

      Luke releases my arm. “I know you will, and I was only teasing. I don't care where you work. I really appreciate what you've done the past few weeks while I've been planning a wedding. I can’t ever thank you enough for the time you devoted and stress you endured the past few years while I was barely hanging on.”

      “Okay, enough sentimentality. Go get your crap done so you can get home in time to have dinner with Mary.”

      He grins. “Sage advice.”

      I sling my bag over my shoulder and head out of the office, but I don't drive home. I head for my other office, my secret office, and the place where I leave behind all the expectations that follow Paul Manning. I reach my tiny office space in Smyrna and park in one of the reserved spots. It's not fancy, but it's in between my house and LitUp's office, which makes it convenient.

      Jack Campbell, I remind myself. When I walk through that door, everyone inside knows me as Jack Campbell. Everyone except my office manager Nancy, but she calls me Jack, too. It's not hard to remember, since Jack’s my middle name, and Campbell was my mother's maiden name. Nancy didn't understand why I'd start a company with a made up name at first, but once I explained that I needed to keep it a secret until it either took off or failed, she got it.

      A very pregnant Nancy meets me at the front door, wringing her hands. “We need to talk.”

      “Well hello to you too, Nancy. It is a nice day outside, especially for March in Atlanta.”

      She looks heavenward as if asking God for help in dealing with me. “Alan is waiting in your office.”

      That's never good. “We haven't had a breach.” It comes out as a statement, but she knows it’s really a question.

      She shakes her head. “No, but he doesn't have good news.”

      I jog down the short hallway to my office, and Alan stands when I walk through the doorway. His enormous mop of hair looks even more unkempt than usual. Grooming standards differ for IT guys, in my experience. At least he's not entirely covered in colorful tattoos or bizarre piercings.

      I set my bag on my desk. “Alan, what's wrong?”

      He hands me a white sheet of paper. “I'm offering you my resignation.”

      My eyebrows rise. I promised a share of our profits to all of the employees who have been with me more than six months when we either sell our tech or go public. “You're leaving now? Why?” We've got a functioning prototype. We had one tiny glitch to work out before we could move to beta testing. I fixed the glitch last night, although I haven’t told anyone yet. We're so close I can smell it. “I fixed the glitch. It works.”

      “That’s wonderful news, but I’ve been working on a side project at night,” he says. “A software program for law offices. Last week I found a backer, a partner really. He's a big lawyer and if he comes on, I'll get a lot of business. He doesn't want to wait any more. Your offer of an ownership interest was nice, but it's theoretical. This is real and immediate.”

      I close my eyes. I can't believe Alan's leaving now. We're at our most vulnerable. “How long can you stick around? A month? Two maybe? Part time is okay.”

      He makes the annoying popping sound he always makes with his lips when he's agitated.

      “What's wrong?” I ask.

      He shakes his head. “I don't have time to do both jobs, not now that my LawFile program will be live. My contract doesn't require two weeks notice. It says immediate termination at will, by either party.”

      I remember including that because I needed to be able to fire someone immediately. Alan asked for reciprocity. I want to smack myself in the head now for agreeing.

      “Fine,” I say. “Well, good luck to you.”

      He makes the stupid popping sound again and skulks out of my office.

      “This may not be a great time to remind you that I'm due to have this baby in three weeks,” Nancy says. “Which means it's full term now and could come any day. Every candidate we interviewed to fill in for me last month was disappointing, but at this point we have to choose someone. Anyone would be better than nothing. I told you I could keep working some from home, but you really need an assistant to handle everything I can't do remotely. Even borderline incompetent is better than nothing.”

      I want to scream, but I pinch the bridge of my nose instead. “Fine, that's fine. You can hire whoever you want, like I said before.”

      She nods. “I sorted through a bunch of idiots, but you never showed up for any of the interviews.”

      “With a glowing recommendation like ‘a bunch of idiots,’ I can’t believe I blew you off.”

      She glares.

      I throw my hands up in the air. “Hire the best option. I really couldn't care less.”

      She huffs. “You will be working with this person closely until I'm back from my leave. The person we choose matters. You need to choose my replacement yourself.”

      “Fine,” I say. “Set it up, and do it soon. I really don't have the patience to post job listings or sort through all the junk applicants.”

      She smiles then. “Helpless as my husband with a cold, which is why you need a competent assistant. I'll line some options up for tomorrow afternoon. Promise me you'll be here.”

      “Yes, yes, I promise I'll meet with whoever you deem decent enough to be a real candidate, and because I like you, I won’t tell your husband what you said.”

      Nancy rolls her eyes. “Gee, thanks.” She drops her voice. “So is it true? Did you really fix the glitch?”

      I nod. “I set up calls with 3M and Siemens for tomorrow. I'll need that file we discussed with the specs and the price points Andy worked up.”

      “On your desk.”

      I have no idea what I'm going to do without Nancy, who I still can’t believe is leaving me for nearly two months. I'm surrounded by happily married people and their growing families. I think maybe all their unadulterated joy is making me crabby.
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      I apply for a dozen more assistant jobs on Monday morning at places that are also looking for IT specialists. Until I have an offer, I should keep looking.
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