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			I could hear my abandoned dreams making a racket in my soul.
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PART ONE





Chapter 1

			Writing is not life, but I think that sometimes it can be a way back to life.

			Stephen King

			She refused to be triggered by breakfast food, so she went straight for the waffles. Real Belgian ones made of yeast dough—not batter. She’d eaten two of them already. Hot, bronzed waffles with Nutella and strawberries and vanilla bean ice cream. There were times to avoid your triggers and times to chew them up slowly and deliberately. Plus, eating was preferable to small talk, not that anyone would want to talk to her. They were here for Ellery, and Ellery was everywhere.

			Life-size cutouts of Ellery and her family stood proudly next to Belgian flags and clusters of bright red poppies. Since Ellery’s family was stationed at the embassy in Brussels, it was an obvious design choice but achingly unoriginal. Elegant black and gold streamers hung loosely across high ceilings. A Neuhaus Chocolatier table crowned the center of the room with pralines, truffles, and dark chocolate medallions stamped with Ellery’s portrait. Taps of Belgian beer flowed into frosty mugs with Ellery quotations about gifts and potential and other ridiculous ideas.

			It was a smashing tribute to someone who didn’t actually exist.

			Sara unwrapped an Ellery chocolate and quickly bit her head off. A clean snap is a sign of excellent chocolate, she’d read once. She let it melt slightly in her mouth before she chewed and swallowed. She unwrapped another medallion and bit the heads off several more, leaving a pile of unfinished chocolate torsos on her plate. For 300 bucks an hour, her therapist, Sybil Brown-Baker, might diagnose this as passive-aggressive behavior.

			Or was it misplaced anger?

			Sybil Brown-Baker sent a pamphlet home last week: “How We Transfer Feelings of Shame and Pain.” Sara read it word-for-word and returned it the next day with her editing feedback, all free of charge: bad semi-colons, comma splices, and sentence fragments.

			She didn’t teach freshman English for nothing.

			She just earned next to nothing.

			For now.

			Her freelance work with Cozy Greeting Cards International was poised to take off. They loved her work and thought she had a real knack for cancer cards, and could she please send more?

			A jazz band performed painfully slow Michael Bublé covers while Sara opened another chocolate. Her older sister, Anna-Kath, waved at her from the waffle bar. She chatted happily with a screenwriter Sara had met earlier.

			Was this their tenth movie premiere? Or eleventh? Their mom was nowhere to be seen. She was probably still talking to reporters.

			At least they were done walking the red carpet, that veritable tripping hazard all lit up with flaming torches. Fans shouted their mother’s name, “Cassandra Bond!” like they didn’t get out much and shot their arms over crowd barriers with Ellery Dawson books for her to sign. Didn’t they know they could save $3.99 on the e-book?

			Her mother never seemed to mind. She wore Versace in red silk that night, her dark hair tucked loosely in an elegant chignon. Hardly the lonely author in sweatpants, Cassandra Bond looked like a movie star who decided to write a book.

			Sara adjusted her strapless, gray formal gown. It was supposed to be emerald green, but they made a mistake when she picked it up and it was too late to change it. The shop ladies assured her that the gray dress held tones of shimmering pink and that she would look absolutely “breathtaking.”

			She didn’t.

			Sara delicately scratched the side of her up-do. She had the same dark brown hair as her mother’s, but hers was pulled in a French twist of overpriced hair product that smelled like rich, earthy clay. Apparently smelling like coconut was out and smelling like dirt was in.

			Someone named Veronica, with glossy lips and a fake facial mole, offered to take Sara’s plate. The catering staff at Grauman’s Chinese Theatre are passionate about taking people’s plates. They also stop and study your face for a moment to determine if you’re an interesting part of the film, which means, Are you an actor? Sara began making up random roles for herself. She’d raise her eyebrows and whisper, “Gang Boss” or “Python Wrangler” and nod her head knowingly.

			Sara took a new plate and ate five more chocolates as she moved through the seafood tables. Her armpits itched from using a dull razor, and she could feel a cold sore stinging on the corner of her lip. She ate some shrimp. Just be happy for Mom. It would soon be over and she could sink into a hot bath and finish Food Truck Wars. She was wondering if the blackened catfish tacos would beat out the grilled mahi mahi curry when the back of a woman’s hand suddenly slammed into Sara’s red plastic plate. A shrimp tail shot up in the air and lodged itself down Sara’s dress, precisely between her breasts.

			She straightened her back, feeling the chill of its exact location as her plate landed with a smack on the gleaming parquet floor. She smoothed her dress and strained to smile like nothing happened while Colin from catering picked up her scattered foil wrappers, chocolate, and shrimp. He piled it back on the plate and stood up to leave when he immediately froze in front of the tall, blonde woman standing next to Sara. Beads of sweat broke out on Colin’s forehead as he absently handed the messy plate back to Sara. He had apparently left the planet, and she suddenly saw why.

			Char Fox.

			Top five of Hollywood’s highest paid actors and star of the night’s premiere: Ellery Dawson.

			Sara thought Char looked better as a person than as a piece of chocolate. She wasn’t sure that was true about herself. She would probably look better as chocolate. If she were ever made into chocolate. Which was highly unlikely.

			Sara laughed it off in a nervous sort of sputter. Bits of cocktail sauce clung to her chest. She looked around for her napkin. Colin was standing on it.

			Char pressed a hand to her heart. “I’m so sorry.” She handed Sara her own napkin and pointed to the cast-off chocolate on Sara’s plate. “I won’t take that personally,” she said, one eyebrow raised. Then she flashed her gorgeous smile while the piece of cold shrimp stuck between Sara’s boobs moved down another quarter inch. Colin still hadn’t moved, his mouth slightly agape, saliva beginning to pool in the corners.

			Char leaned closer. “I have a dreadful habit of talking with my hands. I think I gave you quite a whack.” Her Australian accent had that charming raspy quality that made her voice as famous as her looks. This wasn’t the first superstar Sara had ever met, but her back began to sweat and her hands felt clammy.

			Char took Sara’s plate and handed it back to Colin with a pat on the shoulder. He abruptly gasped for air and stumbled back to the kitchen.

			“Charlotte Fox.” She reached out her hand. “Did you work with the film?”

			Sara shook her hand limply. “Um no. I’m here for my mother, Cassandra Bond.” She felt a sting in the corner of her lips. Was that cold sore coming alive?

			“Oh my gosh! You’re Cassandra’s daughter?! She’s brilliant. Absolutely brilliant. I read the first Ellery book three years ago and called my agent. I said, ‘Hal, this is going to make an incredible movie, and I just have to play Ellery.’” She flicked both wrists up gracefully in the air. “And now, here we are.”

			“That’s great. Super great. I’m sure it’s a great movie.” Did she just say great three times? She would have marked that on a student’s paper.

			Char linked her arm with Sara’s, walking them over to a black settee. Sara’s feet inexplicably went along. They sat next to a gigantic movie poster with Ellery posed in a dead run, gun-in-hand: Dangerous Gifts and a World to Save.

			Sara noticed people gathering near both sides of the settee, hoping to get a chance to talk to the star. Char ignored them. She leaned into Sara’s shoulder like they were already old friends. She had read that superstars could be very lonely despite all the fame.

			“So, what’s it like being the daughter of the most famous writer in the world? I mean you probably already know what happens in the final book, right?”

			Sara laughed awkwardly, unsure if Char actually expected an answer. “Oh, hard to say, exactly.” The shrimp’s tail prickled against her skin.

			Char reached for Sara’s hand and looked at her with pleading eyes. “Just tell me, is my father dead or alive?”

			Sara pulled her hand back. “Excuse me?”

			“My father…Ellery’s father. You know how Book Four ends, with that big explosion outside the Moscow hotel and all that chaos? I know it looks like he was in the blast, but it’s so exasperatingly unclear. I can’t wait until the final book comes out next year. Maybe you can just give me a teency hint?”

			Sara shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry…I…don’t really know.”

			And she didn’t really care.

			“Are you a writer too?”

			Sara shrugged. Her cold sore was stinging, practically growing as they spoke. Her fingers reached for it gingerly.

			Char nodded with empathetic eyes. “Cold sore?”

			“Huh?”

			“I get them all the time. Look, right here.” She pointed to her own fading cold sore. “Almost gone.” A bald man with an oversized ascot tapped Char’s arm and whispered something to her. She waved him off. “I’ll be there in a jiffy.”

			People like Char could get away with using words like jiffy or spiffy. Or teeny-weeny. When you look like that, you can say whatever-the-hell-weird words you want and people just think you’re charming. Char opened her black clutch and fiddled with its contents. Sara couldn’t help looking. She half-expected there to be a gun inside. Ellery would carry a gun. She was certain that if terrorists stormed the theatre, Char Fox would singlehandedly overpower them while Sara cowered in a bathroom stall texting poorly worded goodbyes. Would she text Mike? No. Of course not. Why would she think that?

			She glimpsed a phone, lipstick, a hotel key card.

			She felt mildly disappointed.

			Char pulled out a tiny blue vial. “Here. My herbalist made this compound for me. It’s an absolute gem for cold sores. One dab, three times a day. It’ll be gone in a flash. Take this. I’ve got more at home.”

			“Um. Thank you.” Of course Char Fox had an herbalist.

			“Oh, and could you give this to your mum?” She handed Sara a small slip of paper. “My herbalist’s number. We talked. I think he can help with her issues.”

			Sara held the paper. “Her issues?”

			Char flicked another wrist. “Well you know, loss of appetite, the weight loss. I know she’s been struggling.” She whispered like it was their itty-bitty secret.

			“Uh…right.” Sara stared at the number with loopy threes and fours. “My mom’s fine, really. But thanks for the concern. I should go find her, actually.” Sara forced a smile. “Um, break a leg.”

			Char laughed as Sara walked away.

			Did she really just tell Char Fox to break a leg? Does anyone even say that in film? Is that why Char laughed?

			Sara walked as quickly as she could in her two-inch heels, her ankle turning only once as she passed the hot frites. She hurried past two busy restrooms to find her favorite one in a back-corner hallway.

			She locked herself in a stall, wriggled, and then scrunched her shoulders to loosen the shrimp—which only sent it maddeningly below her breasts, wedging itself against the tight bodice of her dress. She heard the clicking of fast-moving heels.

			 “Sara, are you in there?” Anna-Kath whispered through the bathroom stall. “I see your feet. Let me in.”

			Sara huffed. “You didn’t have to follow me. I’m fine.”

			Anna-Kath began laughing so hard she was practically wheezing. “I can’t believe you just collided with Char Fox.”

			“It’s not funny. And now I have a piece of shrimp stuck between my boobs.”

			“Your shrimp or Char’s?”

			“Does it matter?”

			“It does on eBay.” Anna-Kath laughed again. She never laughed this much. Sara found it unsettling. Maybe she downed too much Belgian beer?

			“You’re no help. You can just go back to that ridiculous waffle fest.”

			Anna-Kath leaned her head back against the stall and sighed. “Best waffles ever. You have no idea how good it feels to get a night out. I haven’t thought about my kids for an entire hour.”

			Sara groaned. “Ann?”

			“Yeah.”

			“My zipper’s stuck. I can’t get it.”

			 “Open the door.”

			Anna-Kath squeezed in and managed to unzip the top of Sara’s dress. “Breathe in.” She breathed in. “Lean forward.” She leaned forward. Anna-Kath unzipped another inch. “Now grab it.”

			Sara shimmied her shoulders one last time and pulled the shrimp out. “Yes!” She held it up like a trophy, tossed it in the toilet, and flushed.

			“Now suck in.” Anna-Kath worked the zipper back up.

			Sara sighed with relief as they exited the stall. She studied her reflection as she washed her hands and squinted her eyes at the drab color of her dress. “The gray isn’t so bad, right?

			“I’m not sure if that actually counts as a color.”

			Sara rolled her eyes. “It’s called ‘tickled oyster.’ If you step back and squint your eyes, you can see a subtle shimmery pink.”

			They stepped back, tilted their heads, and tried to see the pink shimmer.

			“At least that’s what they told me.”

			Anna-Kath shrugged her shoulders. “Never mind. The gray suits you.”

			“What’s that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing.” Anna-Kath smacked her lips and smoothed her blonde hair in the mirror. She handed her lipstick to Sara. “This will help.”

			Sara exhaled and sat on a red velvet stool, adjusting a few pins in her French twist. Anna-Kath sat down and leaned her head on Sara’s shoulder. “You used to love Mum’s premieres. The stars, the swag, the reception. What’s the deal?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Ann smiled gently. Her tone turned softer as she squeezed Sara’s arm. “It’s time to come back to the living. Find some…ambition again.”

			Sara stiffened and turned away. “I have a life.”

			“Really? You teach, you grade papers, you binge-watch reality food shows. And if you were happy doing all that—then great. But you’re not.”

			Sara lifted her chin and folded her arms. “Well then, you’ll be happy to know I’ve accepted a new position.”

			Ann’s eyebrows shot up. “What? You finally got senior lecturer?”

			She lifted her chin. “I’m the newest staff writer for Cozy Greeting Cards International.”

			“Cozies? The ones at all the gas stations?”

			“And Costcos.”

			Ann forced a smile. “Right.”

			“Hey, don’t look at me like that. Cozy Greetings is full of profound, inspirational writing.”

			“Well…okay then.”

			Sara narrowed her eyes. “That’s all you have to say?”

			“Look, you already have a steady teaching job at a respected university. Isn’t this kind of a step back?”

			“Oh, so now my job is good enough?”

			“I’ve never questioned the value of your work, only that you lack any enthusiasm for it.”

			Sara huffed in frustration and mimicked Ann, “‘Try something new, Sara. Make a new life for yourself.’” She threw her hands in the air. “That’s what I’m trying to do. And I’ll keep teaching…until this takes off.”

			Ann’s eyes softened. “Sure. Okay. If that’s what you’re feeling—”

			“It’s what I’m feeling, okay?” she snapped a little too sharply. She tried to ignore the flash of hurt in Ann’s eyes. She twisted her bracelet around. “Sorry.”

			They both sat quietly for a minute, then Ann handed Sara her compact. “Here, borrow my blush.”
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			Sara took her seat next to her mother just before the film started. Cassandra smiled gently at her. Her eyes were still radiant, but her cheeks did look a little hollow.

			“You okay, Mum?”

			“Just a little tired, love. That’s all.” Sara leaned her head on her mother’s shoulder, feeling herself instantly relax. Cassandra, seated between her two daughters, reached for both of their hands. Sara inhaled deeply, smelling light traces of Evening Rose, her mother’s fragrance.

			Opulent, red curtains revealed the screen precisely at 8:00 PM, and the director invited Cassandra to join the lead actors and producers onstage for an introduction to the film.

			“Does Mum look pale to you?” Ann whispered.

			Sara thought about Char’s herbalist. “She’s probably just tired—all those interviews this week.”

			She never saw her collapse. She was fumbling through her purse looking for Mentos when the audience gasped, and murmurs of concern rumbled through the theatre. Anna-Kath shot out of her seat, and Sara looked up to see her mother lying on the stage, her head cradled in Char’s arm and other cast and crew members surrounding her. Ann stumbled past Sara, practically running to the stage while Sara stood motionless. Her mother’s agent, Elaine Chang, grabbed Sara by the arm and rushed her to the stage. Ann was next to their mother now, talking to her, patting her face, trying to help her regain consciousness.

			Ann looked at Sara. “It’s okay. She’s breathing. I think she just passed out.”

			Cassandra’s eyes opened weakly, but she lost consciousness again. Sara knelt down and reached for her hand, her own heart racing.

			“It’s okay, Mum,” said Anna-Kath. “We’re right here.”

			Later at Cedars-Sinai Medical Center, computers monitored Cassandra’s heart and oxygen while she received fluids through an IV. Her face was white and her lips a bluish-gray against her red Versace gown. A daughter sat on each side of her while a nurse with teased ’80s bangs adjusted her oxygen.

			Cassandra spoke weakly, “When’s the doctor coming back?”

			“Dr. Ahmed is trying to reach your oncologist. She’ll be back soon.” The nurse whisked the curtain closed and left.

			The air turned thick and suffocating. Anna-Kath looked at Cassandra, her eyes wide with shock. “Mum, your oncologist? What’s going on?”

			Cassandra closed her eyes a moment. She slowly exhaled.

			She reached for Ann’s hand on one side and Sara’s on the other. She squeezed their palms like she had so many times before, trying to infuse them with strength. They had sat like this in their London flat the night their father died. Mum had reached for their little hands around their small Formica table.

			And just like that desperate night, twenty-four years ago, she looked at them both and said, “We are going to get through this.” It’s what Grayson girls did.

			Ann reached across the bed for Sara’s hand and gripped it firmly. “Get through what, Mum?”

			Cassandra looked up at the ceiling as she spoke. “I have pancreatic cancer. Stage IV.” Her eyes filled with tears. “It’s not good.”

			The words hung heavy in the room. Did her mother say anything else after that? Sara couldn’t quite remember. Her vision turned dark and hollow, her brain pulsing loudly against her skull. Medical personnel moved around like actors in a crackly, black-and-white film, sound fading in and out. Something about severe dehydration and returning home to Maryland in a few days.

			Sara took her mother’s dress back to the hotel with her after Cassandra was admitted into a dreary hospital room for the night.

			Sara woke up the next morning to a sliver of LA sunlight peeking through the heavy drapes. Sara sighed in relief. It must have been just a terrible dream. Then she saw her mother’s red Versace draped over the armchair and smelled traces of her rose fragrance. She pulled a pillow close to her face and sobbed.

			Cassandra died twelve weeks later. It was April, just after the cherry blossoms.

			





Chapter 2

			We die. That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our lives.

			Toni Morrison

			 

			New York Times: “Beloved Author, Cassandra Bond, Dead at 62”

			“Cassandra Bond, whose adrenaline-packed suspense novels sparked a new genre of feminist thrillers, died Wednesday morning at her home in Bethesda, Maryland after a brief fight with pancreatic cancer, reported Thea Marshall, Bond’s long-time publicist.

			“Ms. Bond’s journey as an author began with a tragedy. Left a widow with two young daughters after the untimely death of her husband Jack Grayson, a British educator, Ms. Bond, a former ER nurse, began writing as a way of dealing with the loss. In a 2017 interview with The Times she admitted that ‘Jack is the one who wanted to be a writer—not me. I loved my career as a nurse and had no intention of ever becoming an author.’ According to daughter Anna-Katherine Green: ‘Two years after Dad passed away, Mum decided to try her hand at writing and was surprised to find she was actually pretty good at it.’

			“What started as a therapeutic exercise turned into one of the most successful literary careers of all-time, with more than 300 million books sold worldwide. Ms. Bond’s most recent novel, Worlds Collide, is the fourth book in the Ellery Dawson series. It sold 15 million copies in the first month and still occupies the number one spot on both the NYT and USA Today bestseller lists for a record-setting twenty-one weeks. The recent film, Big Small World, based on Ellery Dawson Book One, earned $450 million at the box office in its opening weekend.

			“In all, Ms. Bond wrote eighteen novels, fifteen of which were best sellers. Ten of her novels became blockbuster films. Ms. Bond is survived by her two daughters, Anna-Katherine Grayson Green, Sara Grayson, and two grandchildren.”

			 

			Washington Post Critic, Steve Krogan

			“No one blended the art of the thriller with the art of characterization better than Bond. The literary world has lost a true artist.”

			 

			Tweet from Karen Siegler, 11th grader at Jordan High School, Sandy, Utah “I’d never read an entire book until my teacher gave me the first Ellery Dawson. I’ve read every book Bond ever wrote now. I’m not a brave person, but when I read her books I feel brave.”

			 

			NBC Nightly News

			“Makeshift memorials for beloved author Cassandra Bond continue to grow outside Old Spitalfields Market in East London and at Belvedere Castle in Central Park. Both settings feature prominently in Bond’s books. Candles, flowers, and donations of books to Cassandra’s libraries continue to fill both spaces as mourners grieve the loss of a literary icon.”

			 

			YouTube Channel The Riveter: “Rosie’s Reviews”

			“Look, everybody knows that Ellery Dawson is the world’s greatest female badass and we all know it takes one to create one. So, here’s to you, Cassandra Bond. Hoping I can be as strong as you one day.” Rose Wade

			 

			The Literary Bind

			“Someone make it stop! If I see another story about the amazing Cassandra Bond, I’m going to vomit. Give me a break! She’s a filthy rich author only famous because of some talented filmmakers. The films sold her books, not her writing.”

			 

			CNN

			“Beloved author Cassandra Bond was laid to rest Sunday at Parklawn Memorial Cemetery in Bethesda, Maryland, after a private service at St. John’s Episcopal Church.”

			 

			Statement from the Bond Family

			“On behalf of our entire family, we want to thank you for the outpouring of love for our mother and grandmother. As a family, we celebrate her humanity. Our mum was one of the most generous, loving, and wise women we will ever know. Our lives will never be the same.”

			 

			LA Times

			“Rampant speculation has emerged regarding the much-anticipated conclusion to the Ellery Dawson series, Book Five. One source close to the family reports the book is complete yet another source close to her publisher states the manuscript was never finished. Bond’s longtime publisher, Iris Books, was unavailable for comment.”
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			May

			Three weeks after her mother’s death, Sara went back to work because she didn’t know what else to do. This was step three in Sybil Brown-Baker’s master plan called “Finding a New Normal.” The flip-flops were not part of that plan. The heel of her shoe broke when it caught between some loose paving stones on the walk to her office. She hobbled back to her car, popped her trunk, and found the neon pink flip-flops in a bag she’d been meaning to give to Goodwill for the past nine months.

			Sara tried to ignore the perpetual stomachache she felt since her mother died. She took a deep breath. “New normal.”

			It was sunny and warm, and students at the University of Maryland were eating, sleeping, or cramming for finals on the beautiful green expanse of the McKeldin Mall.

			Sara walked to her office in her navy ankle pants and fitted collar shirt—and pink flip-flops. Maybe she didn’t look that bad. Maybe she just looked artsy. Like a free spirit. For a few minutes she tried to pretend that she was.

			It didn’t work.

			She would never be cool enough to be a free spirit. Sara’s straight brown hair was tied back in a neat ponytail. It was all she managed lately, a style that only varied in height.

			The flip-flops were unusually noisy. Kind of a flop, then a squish.

			“New normal.”

			Sara was in the faculty kitchen making a cup of tea when Binti walked in.

			She hugged Sara. “Welcome back! How are you?”

			“I’m here.” She shrugged her shoulders, pulling her black cardigan tightly around her. The building was aggressively over-air-conditioned. Sara would need her winter coat by next week.

			“Did you get the flowers we left on your desk?”

			“I love Gerbera daisies. Thank you.” Binti smiled. She tucked a lock of her curly brown hair behind her ear and then poured coffee into her UNC mug. “I can’t believe you decided to come back during finals week,” she said. “You know your classes are covered. Plus you’ll catch a tension headache just walking down the hall.”

			Sara opened her box of tea. “I need to start planning next semester.”

			“You hate planning.”

			“I know.” Sara slowly dipped her tea bag up and down in the hot water. She wasn’t ready to be back at work, but she didn’t want to be at home either. She tried to ignore the incessant smell of reheated spaghetti and stale coffee that plagued the faculty kitchen. An overzealous department secretary named Stephie Frinhauser religiously posted refrigerator signs to warn all faculty that “FOOD WILL BE DISCARDED EVERY FRIDAY, NO EXCEPTIONS” and that “YOUR MOMMA DOES NOT LIVE HERE.”

			Binti leaned back against the kitchen counter and looked at Sara with concern. “How are you holding up? Really.”

			Sara shrugged her shoulders, and then she added a bit of sugar to her tea. It was still hard to talk about. Binti seemed to sense her hesitation and changed the subject, chatting about her new “Literature as Film” course. It felt strange, attempting to make normal conversation at work when her own universe felt so altered.

			They walked to the faculty workroom so Binti could make copies for her next final exam.

			“Hey, nice shoes.” She pointed to Sara’s flip-flops as they walked. “Kind of beachwear meets ivory tower. I like it.”

			Sara shook her head. “Don’t ask.”

			Binti prattled on about the latest department news while they passed sleep-deprived students reviewing notes and textbooks with tired eyes.

			In the workroom there were new signs from Stephie indicating additional copier and mailbox rules and another that said, “Only use chairs for their intended purpose.” Binti slapped the sign. “What kind of animals work here? I don’t think these signs are doing enough.” She grabbed a Sharpie and made new signs: “Please don’t lick the walls” and “Warning: sharp edges. Do not eat this sign.” She plastered them to the wall with Scotch tape. Sara laughed and Binti seemed pleased with her civil disobedience. College campuses were such a hot bed of controversy.

			Sara walked to her box and pulled out a stack of department mail, flyers, and newsletters from the past several weeks. She began sorting through her stack between sips of Earl Grey.

			“Good news,” Binti said, taking a seat across from Sara. “I pulled some strings and I got you a place on the new visual rhetoric committee. This will look great when you apply for senior lecturer next year.”

			“I don’t know if I’ll apply again.”

			“Of course, you will.”

			“Visual rhetoric isn’t exactly my thing.”

			“And what is your thing?”

			“Why does everyone have to have a thing? Maybe some people don’t have a thing,” Sara snapped. She sounded more emotional than she intended.

			Binti looked earnest. “Well, maybe Cozy Greeting Cards will be your thing.”

			Sara pinched the space between her eyebrows. “They rejected my last three projects.”

			“What?”

			“When I couldn’t do cancer cards anymore because of…well, you know…then they put me on their anniversary line, but they said my tone wasn’t right.”

			Binti almost choked on her coffee. “Your tone?”

			“My manager called it ‘despondent snark.’”

			Binti pressed her lips tightly together. Clearly, she was trying not to laugh. “I would pay money for those cards.”

			Sara sighed. “I think they feel sorry for me. They transferred me over to their sister company, Cutie Coupon. Apparently, it’s the hottest online coupon site in the world.”

			“Well, that’s something.”

			“Yeah—you’ll have to check out my superb writing on women’s freshwater pearl necklaces. ‘Selling fast at only $39.99.’”

			“Look, you’ll find the words. In the meantime, just know that you have options. The committee meets tomorrow at Bus Boys and Poets to talk over course content. So, if you want in, come join us.”

			“I’ll think about it.”

			“Honestly, I’m just glad you’re here. I wondered if you would even come back.”

			“Why wouldn’t I come back?”

			“Well, you know…”

			“Well, what?”

			“Well…it’s not like you need the money now. Your mom’s estate? I mean, I assume, you wouldn’t have to work anymore…like ever…if that’s what you wanted. I mean you could do anything now, right?”

			“My mom never stopped working. Why would I?”

			“Sure. Never mind. Forget I said it.” Binti walked to the copier and ripped open a new ream of paper.

			Sara pulled her laptop out of her bag and tapped her fingers on the table as it started up. “My sister and I are meeting with my mom’s attorney right after work today. He said it’s about my mom’s book. Probably just papers to sign.”

			“Book Five?”

			“I think so.”

			“The New Yorker says they should have a contest to see who gets to write it.” Binti added the paper and smacked the tray closed. “Writers would have sixty pages to convince the publisher they are it.”

			“It’s already written.” Sara typed in her passcode and sipped more tea.

			“Really? You’ve read it?”

			“No, but my mother is the most thorough person in the world. There’s no way she left it unwritten.” The question of Book Five came up when Cassandra was sick. She reassured Sara and Anna-Kath that the book was “already taken care of.” It made sense. Cassandra Bond was always ahead of schedule.

			Binti leaned back against the copier as it began to print. “It really is impressive—your mom, I mean. Finishing the book, even with the cancer and everything.”

			Sara blinked away some tears. Binti turned back to the copier, and Sara opened her email. She sighed. Four hundred and two unread emails.

			The copier abruptly stopped. Binti pulled the paper tray open and slammed it closed again. “Damn machine.”

			Sara pointed to the sign that read: “Please do not curse or hit the copier machines.” Binti whacked the machine again. It started working. She looked incredibly satisfied.

			 Sara closed her laptop. “Take my mind off things. Tell me more about your Lit as Film class.”

			“Sure! Although, half the final papers happen to be about Ellery Dawson’s transition to film.” She held up a newly copied exam. “I even have an essay question about it on the test.”

			Sara covered her face with her hands and groaned.

			“Sorry, Sara!” Binti crumpled the paper up and shot it towards the garbage. She missed. It landed next to a sign about cleanliness and cooperation. “Forget about Ellery Dawson! Want to hit and curse some copy machines?”

			Sara ate four Tums and headed to her office.

			[image: ]

			Later that afternoon, Sara stopped at the cemetery on the way to the attorney’s and placed the vase of Gerbera daisies on her mother’s grave. She visited every day. Her grave still looked fresh with specks of dry grass. She reached down to touch the soil, still moist from last night’s rain, but warm from the sun. She breathed deeply, seeking a closeness to her mother, longing to feel her near.

			As Sara arranged the daisies on her mother’s grave, her phone rang. Anna-Kath, out of breath, explained that her daughter Livvy was sick at school. She was leaving to pick her up now and couldn’t make the meeting.

			“I’m so sorry to do this to you. Maybe we should reschedule.” Anna-Kath would still hold Sara’s hand in parking lots if she allowed her.

			“I can handle this. I’m sure it’s more of the usual. Just take care of Livvy, and I’ll fill you in.” Sara gently patted the damp earth on her mother’s grave and walked back to her car.





Chapter 3

			Writing is like getting married. One should never commit oneself until one is amazed at one’s luck.

			Iris Murdoch

			The law offices of Allman, Peters, and Jenkins filled an entire brownstone building in downtown Bethesda. The offices, which smelled like cinnamon and eucalyptus, were so overtly elegant, it made Sara want to sit up straight and use good grammar. The mahogany floors were extra shiny when Sara walked in, and she recognized the familiar loop of classical baroque they always played in the lobby.

			She hated the place.

			McNeil Gallagher, an attorney at the firm, handled Sara’s divorce last year. People with two last names were generally smarter than everyone else, and McNeil, who wore wide neckties and tinted his facial hair, did not disappoint. Still, her divorce experience left her hollowed out—not because the divorce was messy, but primarily because it wasn’t. Mike was overseas and approached the dissolution of their marriage with a sickening sort of apathy that seemed to hurt more than if he’d fought her with tenacity. The only thing Mike fought for was their dog, Gatsby.

			Six years of marriage and Mike only wanted the dog.

			McNeil Gallagher made sure that did not happen.

			David Allman, Sr., had been a founding partner at the firm and had been Cassandra Bond’s attorney, friend, and advisor ever since Cassandra moved across the street from his family twenty years ago. His wife, Sharon, brought over freshly baked apple cake, and since Cassandra needed both apple cake and a good attorney, a friendship was born. Their son, David Jr., took over his father’s accounts, including Cassandra Bond’s, after David Sr. died one year ago.

			Sara and Anna-Kath reviewed most of the will a week after their mother’s death. There was nothing particularly surprising. Cassandra, who grew up in a working-class family in Philadelphia, had been profoundly generous to several charitable organizations with multiple trusts designed to fund what Cassandra cared most about, including girls’ access to education and micro-loan programs for women. Anna-Kath and Sara shared equally in the remainder of their mother’s fortune, including a 50-50 split in future book sales.

			Sara waited for David Jr. in his office. At thirteen, she’d moved into his neighborhood just in time to receive a pity invitation to his younger brother’s bar mitzvah, which David hand-delivered and shoved into her hand without making eye contact. David was Anna-Kath’s age, and the two had gone to senior prom together, although Ann swore she never kissed him.

			Sara had.

			It was an unfortunate New Year’s Eve party in college, and they were both standing next to each other at midnight, and it just sort of happened. The awkward kiss was followed by a stumbling half-hug/pat-on-the-back recovery. Then they went to find their coats—separately.

			David had a picture of his current girlfriend, a Canadian named Mia Something-or-Other on his desk. The two of them were riding bikes around some large lake, presumably in Canada. David had been skinny and allergic to exercise for most of his life, but one should never underestimate the power of an exotic Canadian woman.

			“Sorry to keep you waiting,” David rushed in. He really did look healthier. He still wore his hair too short and his glasses were never sized quite right, but he’d filled out rather nicely in the chest and arms.

			David looked around his office. “Where’s Anna-Kath?”

			“Livvy’s sick. I’ll fill her in.”

			“Maybe we should reschedule.”

			“Come on, David. It’s fine. Let’s move this along.”

			“Are you sure?”

			“Please.”

			“Well…okay. Let me just find the right file.” He sat down at his desk and opened a drawer. While David flipped through a stack of folders he casually asked, “Do you know much about a Meredith Lamb? She lives in the UK.”

			“Hmm. Not really.” Sara studied another desk photo. David and Mia were sporting oversized backpacks. Mia looked radiant; David looked uncomfortable. Apparently, she was from Vancouver, which is so far west, it’s practically outside of Canada, or at least like a second cousin once removed.

			David found the file he was looking for and placed it in front of him. “Your mother left a small trust for Meredith Lamb and a dependent. Well, actually the trust was established some years ago by my father, entirely separate from your mother’s last will. The dependent is an adult now, and the trust included a college fund. Did she mention this to you or Anna-Kath?”

			“Doesn’t ring a bell, but Mom was very generous.”

			“No doubt. Maybe she’s a relative?”

			“My father’s parents are dead and buried in England. He has a sister there. Never heard of Meredith Lamb.”

			“Hmm. Okay.” David kept flipping pages in the same file. Sara wondered what he was getting at. She already knew the estate was more like a labyrinth and that the initial review of the will two weeks ago only covered the most pertinent aspects of the estate. In fact, it took a web of legal counsel, including multiple law firms, to support the complicated aspects of Cassandra Bond’s small empire.

			“I thought we needed to talk about the book. Your secretary made it sound like we couldn’t do this over the phone. Is this about Mom’s literary trustee?”

			He cleared his throat and shuffled his papers. “Well, yes, this is about her work, and it’s better face-to-face. I just thought Anna-Kath was coming too.”

			“I’m a thirty-two-year-old woman, David. I don’t need my big sister holding my hand.”

			“Of course.” He took several nervous drinks from a lime green water bottle with a built-in filter. He stretched his neck to one side and then pulled at the collar of his crisp blue shirt. “Yes, well, I’ll get to the point.” He cleared his throat again and wiped his palms on his thighs.

			“Spit it out, David. Did my mom fund a trust in Zambia? If it’s the girls’ school, it’s totally legit. Mom researches everything.” Sara still slipped from past to present tense when she talked about her mom. That familiar ache pressed against her stomach.

			David put his glasses on and took them off again, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “No, this isn’t about Zambia.” He placed both hands on the desk and took a long, deep breath that felt kind of weird to observe, like maybe Sara was interrupting something and should come back later. He must have learned that in hot yoga with Mia. He showed up really sweaty at Cassandra’s after class once. You have to wonder about an attorney who has time for hot yoga.

			David was waiting for her now. “Sara, are you with me?”

			“Yeah. Sorry! I’m here.” She re-tied her ponytail and smoothed it out. She swore she was developing ADD lately. She returned David’s attention, willing herself to focus, to make eye contact. Were David’s glasses too big or was his face too small?

			 “So, about Book Five…” David stopped fiddling with his glasses. He clasped his hands together, swallowed hard, and fixed his gaze firmly on Sara.

			“Your mom wants you to write Book Five.”

			Sara laughed.

			David didn’t.

			Sara laughed again. More like a confused sputter.

			Then with a quick gasp, the whole amusing absurdity of the joke settled in and Sara laughed fully and deeply. This was actually a very funny joke.

			“Aww, David. You know the Graysons too well. You did get my attention, though, with the hands-clasped-together and that scary attorney look—like I’m going to find out my mother is broke.”

			David laughed nervously. “No, your mother isn’t broke. But yes…she did choose you to write the book.”

			That’s when Sara noticed David’s sweaty brow and how he wasn’t wiping it. Two beads of sweat hung there, practically defying gravity, and David didn’t budge.

			Sara’s stomach dropped to her toes, and disbelief washed over her entire body. “David, you can’t be serious. The book’s already written. It has to be. Mom’s a finisher, a closer. I heard Anna-Kath ask her about Ellery Dawson. Mom said it was taken care of. I heard it myself.”

			David wiped his forehead with the back of his hand and adjusted his glasses. “She was behind on the book. She was working on the outline last year. She was hoping for more time.”

			Sara’s body froze, her eyes wide. Her heart pounded so loudly she could hardly think.

			David leaned forward, resting his arms in front of him. “It’s her dying wish. She asked me to wait three weeks after her death to tell you. There’s a letter for you.” He opened a file in front of him and handed Sara a letter on yellow stationery, dotted with white daisies, all sunshiny and bright, like it should contain a birthday greeting instead of some horrifying last wish. Sara’s hand shook as she read her mother’s words:

			My Dearest Sara,

			Audacity. Four fabulous syllables. Remember this was on our favorite words list? A word with superb meaning and long overlooked as a girl’s name. So, David has told you the news. Yes, the book is yours. This audacious request is my gift to you. I know what we talked about, but you were meant to tell stories too. You have words, my dear. Write them.

			Mum

			Sara pulled out her ponytail, threw her head back against the leather office chair, and pressed her hands against her forehead.

			The audacity.

			The audacity.

			Sara wasn’t exactly a model of emotional stability before she walked into this office. Now her brain felt like it was swelling out of her skull, and the grief clamped around her heart bubbled out of her chest with a rising fury. She shot out of her seat.

			“What the hell could she be thinking?!” Sara walked to the window and turned around. She pointed her finger at him. “This is impossible. First of all, there’s no way Mom’s publisher would ever allow this ridiculous dying wish to go forward. Second, she must have been on drugs when she decided this. She was on heavy pain meds, David. She was drugged, and she was crazy.”

			“Your mom had an authorship rider on her contract with Iris Books. In the event of your mother’s untimely death, the rider stipulated that she had the right to choose the author to finish her series and that she would indicate her choice in her last will and testament, which she did, dated six months ago on November 15th. She was of sound mind.”

			“My mother made this choice in November? November? She wasn’t even sick in November!” Sara was shouting now, her face flushed and hot.

			David rubbed the back of his neck and discreetly swallowed a few pills.

			Sara gasped in understanding. She slumped back against the window, the letter clenched in her hand. “Oh my gosh. She was sick. Even then. How long did she know she had cancer, David?”

			“I didn’t know she was sick then. She’s had the rider for years, but she never specified an author until last November. The publisher is legally bound to work with you. They’re eagerly awaiting to hear Cassandra’s choice of author, and they are understandably anxious.”

			“Oh, you think?” Sara sat back in her chair. Her breathing was short and rapid, and she began to feel lightheaded. This could not be happening. “Mom must have specified an alternate author, besides me, right? I mean she wouldn’t pin the future of the Ellery Dawson empire entirely on me, right?”

			David shook his head, avoiding eye contact. “It’s only you.” He chewed on his bottom lip, searching for something comforting to say. “I’m sorry. This is obviously overwhelming.”

			“Overwhelming? My mother sold 15 million copies of Book Four. Those fifteen million people are waiting for Book Five. They cannot be waiting for me.” Her voice had turned shaky and high-pitched. She hardly recognized it. She covered her wet face in her hands again.

			David walked around the front of his desk and handed Sara a box of tissues in a solid walnut holder with the firm’s monogrammed initials. Sara stared at the box with an inordinate amount of disgust. No wonder people hated attorneys. She started pulling tissues out by the fistful in crazed quick movements. She wiped her face. Blew her nose. She pulled out more tissues and stuffed them in her bag. She huffed and stood up.

			“Thank you, David. I’ve got to get back to work now.” She folded her mother’s letter in half. And then again. And again. And one more time until it resembled a stick of Juicy Fruit gum. She slipped it inside her leather work bag with a pile of tissues.

			“Wait,” said David. “We have a lot to talk about, and I’m sure you have more questions. Can I get you something to drink?”

			“I have to go.” She attempted to hold her chin high, to feign confidence. Sara reached past David to gather another fistful of Kleenexes. She finally opened the walnut tissue holder and removed the entire tissue box, placing it securely under her arm like a clutch. “I’ll just be going now.” She smoothed out her shirt and marched towards the door. Her flip-flops made a squishing sound as she stomped away.

			“Look, I know it’s a shock. There will be many details to work out, but you have a great deal of support.”

			“Shock. Yes. Support.” It was getting hard to form complete sentences. Sara turned back to face David. The lightheaded feeling was back. “Right then. Or rightio. Isn’t that what they say in Dad’s country?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“That was rhetorical, David.” Sara turned to leave.

			“Wait. Take this file with you. It’s about key stakeholders in the series. Let’s talk in the morning, okay? I know this needs to settle in, but there are some things we’ve got to address. The publisher has been on my back since the funeral, and I have messages from your mother’s LA firm regarding her contract with Sony Pictures. Your mom’s agent also called and…”

			Sara couldn’t hear anything else. She felt like she was viewing the world from inside a swimming pool. Everything was blurry and hard to hear. She just needed to get out. Find a place to think.

			She found her car and quickly pulled out of the parking garage. She needed to see Anna-Kath. To tell her the horrible thing. She passed the cemetery on her way. Sara hit her brakes and pulled a U-turn. The wheels screeched as she turned hard and fast. She pulled up close to her mother’s grave and marched over. Sara snatched the daisies right out of the vase she’d left just an hour ago and stomped back to her car. An onlooker nearby raised her eyebrows in disgust.

			Sara looked right at her. “You have no idea,” she said and drove away.

			





Chapter 4

			A writer is someone for whom writing is more difficult than it is for other people.

			Thomas Mann

			Sara arrived at Anna-Kath’s home in Potomac fifteen minutes later. She hadn’t been this furious since Mike emptied the checking account and left the note about leaving her in order to Eat, Pray, Love. He took only one suitcase of clothes and his Waring Pro Double Waffle Maker. She rang the doorbell impatiently until Anna-Kath finally opened the door.

			Sara shoved the wet daisies at Ann and marched right past her into the front room without uttering a word. She looked at her mother’s dog, Miss Marple, who slept peacefully next to an awful black-and-white fur ottoman Anna-Kath added last week. Interior designers were willing to take greater decorating risks than the general population and it wasn’t always a good thing. She circled around and marched right back to Ann, who stood in the same spot holding the flowers, her eyebrows raised in a questioning look.

			“Sara, what’s going—”

			“Did you already know?”

			“What?”

			Sara exhaled loudly. She snatched the flowers back and headed straight to Ann’s backyard.

			She dropped the flowers and her bag on the patio table and grabbed the tether ball. She raised her hand high and spiked the ball hard. It narrowly missed her own head as it looped back towards her. She fell on the grass, the ball and tether whipping around the pole.

			She heard the sliding glass door open. “Gerald has a punching bag downstairs.” Ann sat on a patio chair. Miss Marple came out, too, and sniffed along the fence line.

			Sara looked hard at Ann, her lips tight, her eyes narrowed. She said nothing and smacked the ball again and again until she was winded and sweaty.

			“You know,” said Ann, “anger is one of the stages of grief. It’s okay to feel this way.” She used her milk of magnesia voice. It was smooth and instantly comforting—if you could stand the taste.

			Sara angrily brushed grass off her pants. She walked over to Ann. “Mum really didn’t tell you?”

			Ann lifted both hands up and shrugged her shoulders. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			Sara yanked off her flip-flops and threw them hard across the yard. They only went about five feet, but they startled Miss Marple, who whined a bit and hopped onto Ann’s lap for support.

			She pointed her finger at the dog. “I bet you knew about this too.” Miss Marple looked up at Sara, her eyes full of a sweetness. “Yeah. You would take her side.”

			Sara grabbed her bag and walked back into the house where she sunk into the living room couch, pressing her face against her hands.

			Ann followed her and sat down on that awful fur ottoman across from her. Sara felt itchy every time she looked at it.

			“Okay. So, what happened with David?” Ann exhaled quickly. “I knew I should have come.”

			Sara took a deep breath. Her lips and chin quivered. She leaned back against the couch and hugged a pillow to her chest. “Mum wants me to write the book.”

			“What book?”

			Sara looked up at the ceiling, then back at Ann. Her eyes filled with tears. “Mum’s. Last. Book.” Her chest ached with each uttered syllable.

			Ann’s eyes grew big. “Ellery Dawson?”

			Sara groaned and dug her fingers into her own scalp.

			“But Mum already wrote it. We asked her. She said it was taken care of.”

			“Well, she lied. Yeah…turns out Mum’s a liar.”

			“Right. Our Mum?”

			“Maybe.”

			“So, this was all part of her master plan: Birth you, establish trust for thirty-two years, and then zing! She gets you at the end?”

			Sara sniffed a little. “Maybe.”

			“Do you know how ridiculous that sounds?”

			“Do you know how ridiculous it is for me to write this book?”

			“You’re a writer!”

			“Ann, I write jewelry descriptions for Cutie Coupon.”

			“But you teach writing—”

			“I teach hungover freshmen how to find the periodicals.”

			“What about your greeting cards?”

			“They were chemotherapy humor cards. And I only published fifteen, so do not attempt to make this sound logical.”

			Ann pressed her hand against her forehead. “I’m making tea.” She walked away.

			Tea.

			Sara sunk back into the sofa, wishing it could swallow her whole. Hot tears flowed against her will, turning muddy with her mascara. She reached for her bag and pulled out more tissues.

			Of course, Anna-Kath would make tea. It’s exactly what their mother would have done. She wasn’t sure if she wanted to throw something or just sit and sob.

			When Sara would come home from a terrible day, her mom would hug her tightly, give her a tissue and say, “I’m making tea.” Lavender Earl Grey was an afternoon staple. Peppermint tea for a pick-me-up, chamomile to help them sleep, and Cassandra’s own happiness blend: St. John’s wort and passion flower.

			The night their father died, Cassandra made them tea. They were living in their little flat in London’s East End. Sara was seven, and Ann was ten. They had just returned from the hospital, and there would be no reason to go back. Cassandra wiped her tears with a dish cloth while she mixed her sadness tea, a blend of green tea and orange peel that tasted like loss even today.

			Sara took some deep breaths and gathered her pile of used tissues. She slung her heavy work bag over her shoulder and followed Anna-Kath into her kitchen. She stopped. She looked back at that furry ottoman. It was like a black and white cow—if cows had long shaggy fur and skinny gold legs. Which they do not. Because nature is smarter than that.

			She picked it up and moved it to a corner behind the couch. She took a throw from the loveseat and covered the whole thing up.

			Much better.

			She walked into the kitchen. Ann stood at the counter opening canisters of tea. “Why do you lug that bag everywhere you go?”

			“It has what I need, okay?”

			Sara began dumping her tissues into Ann’s magic trash can that opened automatically with a wave of the hand. “Much more sanitary,” Ann said proudly when her husband, Gerald T. Green, brought it home “just because” one afternoon. He was an economist at NASDQ, one of seven people in the known world who actually knew what that stood for. He wore sweater vests and bought Livvy and Jude smart toys like “Inventing with Electronics” and “Hydraulic Robot Kits.” The kids were six and seven and considerably smarter than Sara, but they loved her anyway.

			Sara went to the sink and splashed cool water on her face. She blotted her face dry with a paper towel and tried to wipe away some of her smeared mascara.

			Ann handed her two ibuprofen and a cup of water. She looked at her with gentle eyes. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there. I thought it would be more routine stuff with David. Did anything else come up?”

			“David asked about some woman named Meredith Lamb. I guess Mum left a trust for her and a college fund for a dependent. Do you know her?”

			“Hmm. Sounds vaguely familiar,” she said, turning back to making tea, “but I can’t place her.”

			Anna-Kath had their mother’s gift for mixing her own tea blends, and it was comforting to watch her mix fragrant dried leaves and roots together in a wooden bowl. Anna-Kath took the kettle off the stove and pulled two cups and saucers out of a glass cabinet.

			Sara’s breathing slowed while she watched Ann gently scoop her tea blend into the infusers, pouring hot water from the kettle into each cup. “So…Mum really didn’t tell you anything?”

			“I promise. I thought the book was done too.” She finished the tea and brought a plate of shortbread squares to the table with cream and sugar. She handed Sara a cup of tea and sat down with her own.

			Sara inhaled the scent of vanilla and peach. Her heart rate finally slowed, but her chest still ached like something heavy was lodged inside. She swirled in some milk and brown sugar, the way her father liked it, and sipped it slowly. She wished this could be a simple afternoon tea where they talked about movies or good books or funny things the kids said.

			“Ann, I just don’t know what Mum was thinking. I mean, I’m still trying to deal with her death and my own weird, divorced life, and now she throws me into this nightmare.”

			Ann sighed. “I don’t know either. I mean, this series was, like, her ultimate baby. She loved it more than any other.”

			“Mum loved all her books.”

			Ann shook her head. “No. This was her favorite. Hands down. You know that.”

			Sara was quiet a moment. “I didn’t know that.”

			“Mum spent more time, more energy, more tears on this one. It’s her very best work. And that’s not just my opinion.” Ann paused. “What…don’t you agree?”

			Sara took a breath and sipped more tea. “I mean, yeah. I just didn’t realize Mum felt that way.”

			Anna-Kath took a bite of shortbread. “This wouldn’t be your first novel.”

			“Oh right!” Sara’s voice turned acrid with sarcasm. “My unpublished book that the great Phil Dvornik basically disemboweled.”

			“It’s called criticism, Sara.”

			“Yeah—I go to my mum’s editor for some feedback and I get ten pages—single spaced—of how much he hates my book. I never could find a publisher.”

			“Your whole life you dreamed of becoming a novelist, and then you didn’t even try to get it published. You gave up after Phil’s criticism.”

			“Thanks, Ann. Go right for the heart.”

			Anna-Kath set down her cup and folded her arms. “Harper Lee said that everyone has at least one book inside of them.”

			“That doesn’t mean they should write it. And by the way, Harper Lee didn’t say that. No one knows who said that.” Sara threw both hands in the air. “Cite your sources, people!”

			Anna-Kath blinked twice at Sara—her classic, dismissive blink.

			Sara huffed. “I just don’t believe Mum was thinking clearly. I’m barely functioning as a human—and now this?”

			Ann suffered from the misconception that older sisters were smarter than younger ones, which Sara refused to believe except when it was convenient. Now was not convenient.

			Anna-Kath leaned forward. “Call Phil. You need his help.”

			Sara choked on her tea and began a fit of excessive coughing, her eyes watering up. “There is no way I’m calling Phil. Having him in Mum’s house when she was sick was more than I could handle. Why was he there anyway?”

			“Come on. It’s obvious how he and Mum felt about each other.”

			“I refuse to believe Mum could truly love that man. It was a phase. She was confused.”

			“Phil was good to her. And you hardly spoke two words to him.”

			“I spoke to him.”

			“Hello? Good Night? You took great lengths to avoid him.”

			She narrowed her eyes. Nothing but sheer discipline kept her from shouting, You’re not the boss of me! She sipped her tea again, silently pleased with her astounding self-control.

			Recently retired, Phil Dvornik not only owned Iris Books, but he had been Cassandra’s editor for more than twenty years. Sara was well aware that he gave Cassandra her start, and yes, she knew he was the best in the business. But he was old, and he was ornery, and he didn’t like tea.

			Ann placed a hand on Sara’s arm. “You need to call him.”

			“I need to go home!” She took her teacup to the sink and rinsed it out vigorously, getting her sleeves wet. She suddenly felt anxious to leave. She did not need this additional pressure about Phil.

			 “Fine! We don’t have to talk about Phil.” Ann began unloading the dishwasher, plates and glasses clanking loudly against each other.

			Sara picked up her bag and headed towards the front door. Ann slung a dish towel over her shoulder and followed her out. Sara knew Ann couldn’t stand having anyone leave angry—even when it wasn’t her fault.

			Ann’s eyes turned gentle. “We’ll figure this out, okay?”

			Sara didn’t believe her but mumbled a half-hearted thanks.

			“I think your flip-flops are in the back.”

			“Keep them.”

			“Look,” Ann said, trying to be helpful, “maybe you start with rereading her books, you know, to get a feel for Mum’s flow, her style.”

			“There are eighteen books, Ann. And I still have a job.” Sara knew she was officially becoming difficult.

			“Just let this settle in, okay? We’ll come up with an action plan.” Anna-Kath had three passions in her life: Gerald T. Green, her children, and action plans, not necessarily in that order. “And I’m sure Mum’s new editor, Lucy, will be a huge help. Maybe you’ll never have to talk to Phil.”

			“Stop trying to make this disaster sound reasonable. You’re at least right about Phil. I’ll never need to talk to him.” Sara could see the frustration in Ann’s eyes. Her sister was a problem solver, a solution finder, someone who could negotiate for hostages while deboning a chicken. But Sara didn’t want someone to fix this. She wanted someone to make it disappear. Poof! Gone. Just like that.

			She said goodbye and walked barefoot to her car. She’d go home to Gatsby. Dogs were good with difficult people. Perhaps being difficult was her new normal.

			There were worse things to be.
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