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To the women I flock with, and the men who choose to love us fiercely.
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The Thatcher women were blessed with brilliant daughters, fathered by disappointing men. 

At least, that was the family mantra for as long as Effie could remember. Her mother believed it of Effie’s father and her sisters’ father before him. Her aunt believed it, so did Effie’s sisters. And so the Thatcher women, unlucky in love, lived together in the family estate of one Dorothea Thatcher, the matriarch, the polka-dot-loving, poker-playing, curse-like-a-sailor septuagenarian that Effie adored.

The one who apparently found the last good man.

Effie considered this as she took in the portrait of him that hung just to the right of the stove and below a crucifix. Grams believed him to be on par with Jesus, and Effie couldn’t disagree. He had been charm and wit and sass, all things bubbly and bright. Even saying his name, Herman, gave Effie the sensation of spiced gumdrops and sunshine. Effie looked at him with his sharp beak of a nose, dark, hooded eyes, and eyebrows that would draw envy from the makeup artists at Sephora.

The monochromatic portrait was at odds with the olive-green cabinets that lined the walls and hugged an ancient, albeit beautiful, cast-iron stove. It wasn’t as vibrant as the tulips in a pitcher of water that Effie’s sister, Louisa, had brought home yesterday afternoon. It paled in comparison to the brightly embroidered tea towels, the copper pots and pans hanging on the rack, and the lavish wallpapers that Effie imagined some boisterous lady had ordered hung at the turn of the century.

It was the only grey thing in the house, that portrait, and Effie often wondered if it was because Grams found it easier to stomach Herman’s loss when he wasn’t staring back at them in lifelike color.

Effie was already to the dregs of her second cup of tea as a joyful chatter called her to the land of the living. She leaned back in her seat at the breakfast table next to the double glass doors that led out to a small veranda. The table was big enough to seat all of the Thatcher women, despite their growing numbers, and looked out over the garden beds that her oldest sister would soon seed with flowers.

Dorothea, donning her favorite sky-blue dress with white polka dots and an apron that had seen better days, planted a kiss on the soft waves of Effie’s saddle-brown hair. She didn’t have to bend her aging hips far as she did so. She wasn’t even five feet off the ground. Effie smiled at Dorothea and snagged a piece of bacon from the plate that she carried.

Dorothea settled in her seat at the head of the table beside her sister, Beatrice, Aunt Bea. Beside them sat Effie’s mom, Pamela, and her older sister Tibby. It was funny to Effie how easily you could tell they were sisters—Grams and Bea, Tibby and Pamela. It was in the eyes and the tilt of their smiles, the soft waves that used to match Effie’s but were now streaked with grey or pure white. Or only evident in the growing roots, as was the case with her mother, who dyed her hair a particular shade of blonde that looked both unnatural and utterly beautiful at the same time.

Effie’s eldest sister, Ellen, settled in beside her. “They did not believe it was Monday,” she huffed as she gave her two little girls, kindergarten and preschool age, a sharp look. Lilah and Vivienne climbed into their seats quietly, each with a cute ponytail that reminded Effie of Pebbles from The Flintstones. “Is there anything else to help with?” Ellen asked.

“You ask that every morning,” Effie said.

Even though Dorothea and Effie cooked breakfast most weekday mornings, Effie thought it kind that Ellen didn’t take it for granted. “Oh, but I do have croissants that should be done,” Effie chimed as she checked her leather-banded watch. She jumped from her seat and hurried to the stove.

“Corsanns!” came the bubbly chirp from Effie’s two-year-old niece Hazel. Effie turned to her, eyes wide.

“Your favorite, right, little bird?” Effie cooed.

Louisa, hair pulled back in an effortless bun, her lips painted a pale pink that highlighted just how much she resembled a starlet of Hollywood’s Golden Age, rolled her eyes as she put Hazel in the lone high chair.

“You don’t have to dote on her like that,” Louisa said.

Effie returned with a basket of croissants, steaming, buttery, flaky, perfect—as expected when Effie baked.

“Her cuteness demands it.”

“Corsanns!” Hazel squealed, and everyone around the table lit up. Everyone but Hope, who normally had as large a soft spot for babies as the rest of them.

Effie cocked her head to the side inquiring about Hope’s steelier-than-normal gaze. She may have leaned heavily into the occult, as Grams teased, but she was usually a bright spot on the astrological charts. Not this morning. The quick jerk of her head told Effie that they’d talk about it later.

Effie squeezed her cousin’s hand under the table. She smiled to herself knowing that Hope would confide in her eventually. Even though Hope was twenty-five, like Louisa, Effie had always felt closer to her than her own sister. Somehow, the two years between them felt insignificant, but Louisa always treated it like an emotional chasm that couldn’t be bridged.

It didn’t matter though. Despite the tiffs and the slights, the borrowed and ruined blouses, the woes of a mother in Neverland, and a house full of estrogen, Effie loved her family. She loved the way they loved each other. How they could hold each other up even when they’d bickered not five minutes prior. She loved that nothing truly ever came between—

“Dad says he’ll be in town come June,” Louisa said and everything stilled.

Effie’s mother clenched her fork like she might melt the silver with rage alone. Ellen, per usual, kept her face serene and unbothered. Or maybe she was. Effie rarely knew if her mask matched her heart. Louisa flicked her gaze to Effie, a hint of an apology there, which Effie always appreciated but never needed. It wasn’t Ellen or Louisa’s fault that they had a chance to see their dad every so often. Even if he was more apt to travel the world than to see his daughters, Effie was glad they had a chance at all.

“He could maybe come for dinner?” Louisa asked, her voice all hope. Effie admired Louisa’s resilient belief that each visit from her father might be the one to change everything.

“I don’t think—” Pamela started, her frown thwarted by the Botox that lived between her brows.

“I’m pregnant!” Hope blurted out, and Effie thought she’d never heard silence quite so loud.

The alarm on Ellen’s phone pierced through the quiet. It was eight fifteen. Everyone needed to get going or they’d be late bringing the kids to school or daycare and subsequently the work that let them keep their estate on Austin Street in downtown Portsmouth, New Hampshire.

But no one got up.

Ellen silenced her alarm. Bea sipped her tea like things were about to get juicy and she was happy for a front-row seat. Effie’s mother might have been surprised, but her face didn’t show it. Grams held a wrinkled hand to her already full heart. Louisa’s shoulders relaxed, happy for the pivot to delay the rejection of her request, and Tibby . . .

Tibby got pregnant with Hope shortly after Pamela’s own positive test. The men they loved left within that same year, just a month after Hope and three months after Louisa entered the world.

Aunt Tibby was pragmatic, much like Ellen but even more so. Her long hair faded from grey to brown and she had a deeply grounding energy. She had loved Hope’s father and maybe it was her trusting nature, her tendency to plan for all outcomes, or her deep intelligence that kept her blind, but she hadn’t expected to raise Hope alone. Tibby wanted nothing like that for her little girl, so it came as no surprise to Effie that Tibby’s jaw nearly reached the floor.

“Aunt Tibby,” Effie started, but the words got stuck on the flavor of thyme. Effie’s interjection nudged Tibby enough to compose herself though.

No one, other than Effie, had known Hope was seeing someone. Not even Effie had been aware of how serious they were. She opened her mouth to speak, to offer some support, but she froze.

The chasm opened between them.

Hope locked eyes with her, and she knew it too. This would change so much for them, and Hope had been afraid to tell Effie. Afraid to tell everyone, but she had done it to rip off the Band-Aid or spare Louisa another no from Effie’s mother. Effie wasn’t sure which was the truth. Not that it mattered.

“And I’m elated. And no, I haven’t told the father yet. And no, I don’t want anyone’s opinion on that,” Hope asserted before placing her napkin on the table and rising from her seat. “Excuse me.” And then she left.

Effie stared after her. It stung that Hope hadn’t told her first. The uneasy truth that Effie must have let Hope down felt even worse. She hadn’t made a haven for her to share in her joy and her love—if those things were true—or else she would have told Effie. They told each other everything. She thought.

Ellen’s alarm went off again, and this time everybody hopped to. The kitchen emptied within minutes, save for Effie, Bea, and Dorothea. They carried plates and bowls to the dishwasher that stuck out like a sore thumb, having been retrofitted into the original cabinetry along the right-hand wall.

“How do we always get stuck with clean up?” Bea whined, eliciting a grin from Effie.

“I think it’s because we’re too fabulous to be constrained by the rules of society,” Effie offered with a wink. “Or, you know, as much as possible.”

Dorothea chuckled. “But damn if I wouldn’t rather have this than dinner duty . . . suckers.” Effie laughed out loud but knew firsthand the toils of dinner duty for such a large bunch. Bea and Grams were the only two not on the dinner rotation. Effie checked her watch.

“You’re dismissed,” Grams said, nudging Effie. “Go talk to her before you have to leave too.”

Effie kissed Dorothea on the cheek, then Aunt Bea, before chasing Hope upstairs.

Effie hoped she’d know the right thing to say, the words that would be sincere, helpful, and honest. Words that would taste right coming from her and sweeten the truth for Hope.

Effie was not good at being anything more than a willing ear. Her advice, while well-intentioned, came from an inexperienced place. She couldn’t even fathom how Hope had gotten here.

They had spent countless hours discussing that they wanted to live and travel and succeed in their own little ways before becoming mothers. Not that their family wasn’t successful after motherhood, but they wanted something different.

They wanted love and devotion, partnership and great romance before they considered how life would evolve from there. That shared vision when Hope returned from college resulted in a mutual plan for celibacy. A vow to be sure they found a good man before being too vulnerable. Effie always believed they’d feared the Thatcher curse with the same gusto, but maybe that didn’t mean to Hope what it meant to Effie.

To Effie, it meant keeping her twenty-three-year-old heart—and legs—closed until she found the love of her life. Effie had to be sure. She had to know it would be forever. She thought she and Hope were on the same page about that . . . Apparently not.

Effie climbed the stairs to find Tibby leaning against Hope’s door. She looked defeated. Effie dropped onto the floor beside her.

“I’m showing houses to new buyers in twenty minutes.” Tibby sighed. “I can’t get a hold of them to reschedule, I just—I don’t want her to think I’m mad or disappointed, I just. I didn’t know what to say.”

Effie grabbed her aunt’s hand, squeezing it tight. Even if Effie didn’t always know what to say either, she was excellent at the handholding. Everyone knew it. They leaned on her silent support anytime they knew words would undo them.

“I can let her know,” Effie offered. Tibby patted the back of Effie’s hand and stood. She wiped the tears from her eyes.

“How do I look?” Tibby asked. Effie was certain she just wanted to know if she could be seen in public and her eyes hadn’t reddened too much, but Effie always admired Tibby’s effortless beauty, how she embraced her laugh lines and her years.

“Stunning. As always.” Effie smiled.

Tibby gave a grateful nod and hurried off to her appointment as Pamela emerged from her room down the hall in a set of NICU pink scrubs. “You never say those things to me,” Pamela huffed as she pulled her shoulder-length, bottle-blonde hair into a ponytail.

“Would you believe me if I did?” Effie asked.

“Probably not,” Pamela admitted. “Oh! Will you see if you got more of that baby-pink merino wool in at the store? I want to knit more hats.”

“Sure.”

“Thanks, love. Have a good day.” Pamela paused, looking at Hope’s door. “Let her know we’re just giving her space. It’s a good thing. An exciting thing. Another Thatcher baby!” Pamela smiled. It was such a rarity for Pamela’s smiles to be real that Effie savored each one. Pamela ran off to spend her day in the NICU, where Effie imagined she must exhaust her daily allotment of compassion and selflessness.

Rolling her head against Hope’s door, Effie lifted her arm and lightly rapped her knuckles against the worn walnut.

She heard the doorknob turn in time to avoid falling back as the door opened. Effie jumped up and scooted inside.

Hope plopped onto the bed made up with a violet duvet and fluffy, fringed pillows while Effie lowered herself onto the window seat bench. Both Effie and Hope had rooms on the front of the house that faced the brick-lined sidewalks of Austin Street. Estates across the paved road and on either side were built in the same New England Colonial style, but only the Thatcher’s had been painted a daffodil yellow—to stand out, as Grams always said.

Effie pulled her gaze from the apple blossoms that were budding on the neighbor’s tree to assess Hope in her cave of emotions.

“She didn’t know what to say,” Effie offered.

“I heard. This old house may be built like a fortress with those heavy doors, but they’re not soundproof.”

Effie smiled. “Do you want to talk about it?” Hope shifted in her seat. Effie tried to imagine what she must be feeling, but she never was good at future casting. Dreams and plans and imaginings about her life were unknown to Effie. She knew she wanted to find a love like Grams and Gramps, but she knew little else. Especially what it felt like for a full person to be growing inside of you.

“Louisa better bring me a large bouquet of flowers tonight,” Hope said as she typed furiously on the laptop that rested on her crossed legs.

“Is that really why you blurted it out?”

“What does the name Evangeline taste like?”

Effie sighed. “Honestly? Sour grapes.”

Hope grimaced. She often asked Effie what flavor a name gave. She liked knowing if the characters she wrote in her now bestselling books tasted good or not. It was always an odd question when asked out in public, but Effie didn’t mind. She just couldn’t explain to everyone they met that she had lexical gustatory synesthesia and therefore could taste words. Names especially gave her very strong flavors.

“Hopefully, Evangeline isn’t set in stone?” Sour grapes and a mineral earthiness splashed over Effie’s tongue. Her lips puckered of their own free will.

Hope huffed and closed her laptop. “Nope. Nothing is. I have the third book releasing soon, but I’m waiting on notes from my editor, so I thought I’d get started on my new series, and I . . . well, it’s not working at all.”

That made sense. Life-changing news had a way of wreaking havoc with routines. “Maybe you’re a little distracted?” Effie suggested. She rose from her perch by the window and joined Hope on the bed.

“I wish you had told me,” Effie whispered. “How far along are you?”

Hope closed her eyes as tears threatened to fall. “Almost five months.”

“Five months!” Effie exclaimed, nearly falling off the bed. “How?”

“Well . . . I—I don’t know. Most people don’t even know until five or six weeks, and that’s when they’re waiting for it. I suppose I didn’t realize I missed my period until I was a month late? So I was already ten weeks along when I went to the doctor. Then it seemed like it made sense to wait the whole first trimester before saying anything, in case something happened. And ever since I’ve been worried about telling everyone.”

Effie’s stomach churned. It wasn't just the family she worried over. “How did you not realize you skipped your period?”

“You know my cycle can’t be trusted, plus I was locked in here careening toward drafting deadlines on book three! The release is forthcoming, and it has to be immaculate or the publisher won’t want to pick up my next series . . . and then that pitch has to be perfect.”

Effie saw her spiraling and placed a comforting hand on Hope’s knee. It was as much for Hope as it was for Effie to avoid an onslaught of mashed-up flavors. Careening, for example, had the unfortunate association with carrion. Not that Effie had ever tasted dead flesh, but her brain was more than happy to try to fill in that blank.

“Okay . . .” Effie understood to an extent, but she’d never lost herself to a project or a person or anything that way. Hope tended to go all in though. Effie envied her that.

“And you haven’t told him, why?”

“We’ve only been together for a year, but he’s been busy lately, and he had this work training thing, and then he went on a trip with his moms, and I just . . . I haven’t had a chance.”

“You haven’t created a chance,” Effie corrected at the risk of getting her head bitten off. And they’d been together a year? Effie only first heard about him six months ago. Maybe the rift between them was already bigger than she knew.

“You’re right,” Hope confessed. “I’m scared. I know he’s nothing like our dads or your sisters’ exes, but—”

“You don’t want him to prove them right.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you . . . Do you love him?”

Hope giggled. She actually giggled, and Effie knew before she said, “I do. So much. I feel, well . . . I am a bestselling author and have met thousands of my readers and bared my soul in my books and never have I felt as seen as when he looks at me. I don’t know if he loves me as completely as I love him,” Hope confessed.

It was impossible not to love Hope. Behind the witchy weirdness, she was sweet, compassionate, and so attentive. It made her an excellent observer of the human condition, even if she was rarely as aware of herself as she was of her fictional characters.

“I suppose you won’t know if you don’t give him a chance,” Effie said.

“And you won’t if you don’t give anyone a chance,” Hope deflected, though she happened to be right. But they weren’t talking about Effie.

Effie hoped this man, the one that she had heard about in hushed tones late at night, whose name tasted like butter and made Hope’s eyes glow as if he himself had hung the moon, was worthy of her dear cousin. Because if he wasn’t, Effie would be sure that Brayden What’s-His-Name regretted ever meeting her for the rest of his life.

Effie emerged from her vengeful musings when Hope handed her a photograph. No, not a photograph, a sonogram. It instantly became real. “You’re going to be someone’s mom,” Effie said, marveling.

“I know,” Hope replied, the apprehension heavy in her voice.

“I’m so happy for you.” Effie wrapped Hope in a hug. She’d never tell her that happy didn’t taste quite the same. The word was usually smothered in floral-noted honey. In that moment, happy honey mixed with the metallic tang of loss.

Nothing would ever be the same again.
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Hope sank into her bed and rubbed her face with her hands. Her mind was spinning, and she didn’t want to let it land anywhere but on the word count deadline that loomed before her. Somehow, sharing the news of her pregnancy had unleashed a level of distraction Hope hadn’t even known was possible. On top of that, she missed Brayden. He’d been traveling and training for weeks. The phone was little substitute for his tender kisses or the feeling of his strong chest against hers. 

A gentle tapping at the window had her perking up. She was a bit disheveled as she hadn’t yet showered. Thankfully, she still wore an oversized T-shirt proclaiming her love for the fictional city of Velaris tucked into her flannel pajama bottoms. Anything else and her secret might hint at itself to the man crouched on the porch roof outside her window like he was little more than a lusty fifteen-year-old and not a full-grown man of almost twenty-eight.

Hope smiled in spite of herself and went to the window. She threw up the sash and settled onto the window seat. The wall became a backrest, and she clutched a pillow to her stomach. Brayden slipped in beside her, planting one of those tender kisses on her full lips while he took her chin with his thumb and forefinger. “Hello, beautiful,” he crooned as he slid back against the opposite wall, the bench barely big enough for both of them. He pulled Hope’s feet onto his lap and started massaging them, to her delight.

“Hi,” she whispered. “I’ve missed you.”

“And I you,” he asserted. “You know, it might be nice to use the front door every once in a while. Your family may hate men, but I don’t think they’ve warded the entrances against me. Obviously,” he said with a smirk, eyes cast at the open window.

It pleased Hope immensely when he referenced her books—the wards, the magic. “No, but they’d be waiting to grill you.”

“I can take it.” He spread his arms wide welcoming the challenge. Hope took the opportunity to scoot between his legs. Leaning back against him, head on his chest, she felt safer than she had a right to, lousy wretch that she was for withholding information. She kept the pillow hugged in front of her. Brayden leaned in, his breath tickling her ear from behind. The kiss he planted on the hollow of her neck sent shivers up her spine. He breathed in deeply. “Good God, you smell amazing.”

“I haven’t showered since yesterday,” she deflected.

“Doesn’t change the fact that you do.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, hugging her hands, the pillow, and unbeknownst to him, their baby, close. Hope tensed at the slight pressure around her abdomen. She squirmed free, retreating to the other side of the bench, her knees now hugged to her chest. “What’s wrong?” he asked, his dark brows immediately creased.

Hope hated that look on his face, the one that was all concern. Especially since she’d found out she carried his baby. She felt ill at ease receiving any worry from him. She didn’t deserve it. Not with this secret between them. She started playing with the gold tassel that hung from the corner of the brocade lilac pillow she held.

Her eyes reluctantly met Brayden’s. His brow had relaxed, but he held her gaze with steely intent. His dark brown eyes were depthless. His features were warm and calm like the Mediterranean beaches he imagined the sperm donor that gave him his thick black hair hailed from. Hope stared back a long moment before blinking away the sting in her crystal-blue eyes. “I win,” Brayden gloated. “You blinked.”

Hope’s smile was weak, which had him leaning forward to brush a curl away from her face. He held his hand to her cheek. “What is it, Hope?”

Looking at him then, she knew he was everything she ever wanted to make her life complete. His was the face she wanted to wake up to every morning. He was the one she wanted to experience the world and parenthood and partnership with. The only person worthy of the heartache that would come from leaving their crazy home of Thatcher women. It was easy to fall for him. Easy to play and romance with him over weekly date nights, hours-long phone calls, and clandestine couplings in this very room. It was the most joy she’d ever felt, but they’d never taken things too seriously.

A baby was serious.

Hope should have laid her secret bare. She should have bet on Brayden to be right for the job. Her heart sang its undying support of him, but the curse always shadowed her. Her mother had been happy. Louisa and Ellen too. Why did Hope think she could evade their fates?

So, instead of telling him what he really needed to know, Hope said, “I love you.” And it was still a truth that needed to breathe.

That other secret had given her the gumption to utter those three words as if they were child’s play compared to the baby in her belly. It felt right to say them; she could share the rest. But before she could, Brayden said, “I love you too.” Pure joy carried in his deep voice. He kissed her with the passion of the thousands of I love you’s they’d left unsaid these last months. Hope couldn’t find a thought or a word if she tried, lost to the lifeline of Brayden’s lips. Her fingers curled in the hair at the nape of his neck, and she surrendered to the moment, soaking up the taste of him.

His hands roamed across her shoulders and down to the small of her back as he swept his tongue against hers. Hope arched into his touch, her stomach brushing too close to his, and, against her will, she remembered exactly what she had to share.

Brayden pulled away with a sharp inhale, resting his forehead against hers. “I really only had time to drop in,” he lamented. “But I’m glad I did,” he murmured against her parted lips. He kissed her again. “I love you.”

The way he said it was a pledge. A promise. Brayden stood, straightening his shirt. Hope found the words she wanted to say stuck between her teeth. They were gone altogether as she watched him move for her bedroom door. “Where are you going?”

“To use the front door?” he teased. “You love me. I am no longer a lowly townie pining for your affections from the street. My boombox can be retired, right?”

“Wrong!” Hope laughed as she pointed to the open window. Brayden checked his watch, a bit of remorse tugging one corner of his mouth down.

“Oops. Guess I’ll be a little late.” He crawled over the bench hesitating long enough to peck Hope on the cheek before escaping through the window and down the porch post to the van Hope knew he parked around the corner.

Hope sighed as she breathed in the crisp April air. A pool of guilt settled in her gut. I’m pregnant, not I love you should have been the words she shared, but she let herself believe that it set them up all the better for the news when she finally revealed it. Later that day, she decided. Or else she’d never write another word for all the butterflies and distracting thoughts.
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It was finally nice enough to walk to work, which Effie appreciated after the bombs that were dropped at the breakfast table. Walking helped settle the flutter in her chest. Not only was there to be another Thatcher baby—Effie wondered how many more bodies would feasibly fit in the aging mini-mansion—but Ellen and Louisa’s dad would be in town soon. 

Effie always struggled with his visits. Though Louisa was frequently mindful of Effie’s feelings surrounding their parentage, it usually resulted in Effie feeling guilty. Which was absurd. She shouldn’t feel guilty for garnering affection and concern from her big sister.

But she didn’t want it.

Effie didn’t want to pull from anyone else’s joy—however fleeting—because her grief was so big. It didn’t seem fair to them, and yet it wasn’t fair in the slightest that Effie wouldn’t get the chance for Pamela to reject a visit from her father. That was a total impossibility. Unless, of course, Hope dove full-on into the occult and was able to converse with the dead.

Effie sighed as she took another cautious step on the uneven bricks of the sidewalk. The neighbor’s apple tree wasn’t the only thing daring to blossom in the spring sunshine. Soft white blooms caught the rays. Tiny red buds promised verdant leaves while triumphant stems of daffodils and tulips surged from the thawing earth by front stoops and stone walkways.

Soon, Louisa and Dorothea would start planning the annual ball they hosted at their historic home every August to support funding for the arts. Vivienne and Lilah would be counting down the days until pool parties and long afternoons in the flower garden. Tibby would be readying for another riding season at the stables off Peverly Hill Road, while Pamela would be spending her evenings on the beach with romance novels as the sun set over the Atlantic. Beatrice would be working on her collection of watercolors on the back patio. Louisa would likely be auditioning for the summer musical at the community theater on Bow Street. Hope would be growing a full human in her belly and releasing another installment of her fantasy epic.

And Effie? What would Effie be doing?

It wasn’t a question that usually plagued her.

She was content with her life. Cooking with Grams gave her companionship and fulfillment. Baking treats all week long delighted not just her but her entire family. She enjoyed her walks around town with Aunt Bea talking about art and science and life. Countless nights were spent with Hope at the local Book and Bar snuggled in with mulled wine or Aperol spritzes—depending on the season—and a good book. Effie found pride in her work at the craft store as a clerk and as an instructor of classes from embroidery to floral arrangement. She never wanted for more. Wanting only ever led to disappointment.

But that morning had set everything in motion. A countdown had begun for the days she had left of the life she’d been living. Sure, things changed when Hazel, Vivienne, and Lilah entered the world. Things always shifted whether Effie wanted them to or not. But this felt different. This was cataclysmic. Hope’s life was filling out while Effie’s remained attainably tame.

She wasn’t sure that’s what she wanted. In fact, she knew it wasn’t. Effie wanted her life to take on the roundness of experience. She started to wonder if it could be achieved within the walls of her family home or if, to break from the thawing ground, she needed to be rooted in less crowded soils.

Effie used the rest of her walk to try to quell the rising need to be more than she already was


      [image: ]“And you wouldn’t want a crafty side hustle?” Basil asked as he knit a rather loud scarf that was about three inches too wide. He raised his thick, manicured brows over the rims of his thin gold glasses. Effie leaned against the counter by the register that looked out over the aisles—bolts of fabric, skeins of yarn, paintbrushes, canvases, and all manner of hobby crafts.

“No,” Effie replied. “It would be too weird trying to make a buzz online or selling to faceless many.” What Effie didn’t say was that she battled her brain enough with comparisons to those in her immediate presence. She didn’t need to include everyone online too.

“Keep it local as it were?”

“Precisely,” Effie gabbed. “Why do you seem skeptical?” The bite of Sour Skittles made Effie’s jaw ache. Phantom flavors still packed a punch.

“I don’t know. You’re always fiddling, making new recipes, dabbling. Seems like maybe you’re not satisfied with just this?” He gestured to the store around them and the notes Effie made for a new recipe she wanted to try.

“I don’t think that’s true,” Effie drawled, but felt less confident than usual.

“If you grew a backbone and opened your own damn bakery, you could find fulfillment,” Basil challenged. The twinkle in his eye told Effie he was baiting her. He may have been younger than Effie, but he always seemed so much older when he made that all-knowing face.

“Not every passion needs to be monetized. Maybe you’re the one lacking fulfillment,” Effie argued.

“Touché,” Basil said, finishing a row. Effie didn’t feel like she’d truly won the argument though. It wasn’t the first time she took advantage of the lull at work to devise a new raspberry tart recipe or make a shopping list for pastries for the weekend. It also wasn’t the first time that someone had suggested she open a bakery. Basil himself had to be up to a dozen mentions. She’d considered it but hadn’t acted on it, not yet . . . maybe not ever. She liked things the way they were. Even if they were quiet. Even if they weren’t full.

They hadn’t had a customer in over an hour, and they were quite prone to debates, crafting sessions, and existential musings when the store quieted. Shoulder seasons were especially bad. It wasn’t nice enough for Boston tourists to flock to the seaport town, and it wasn’t snowy enough for winter retreats and candlelit dinners at the noteworthy eateries around Market Square. Mondays especially were quiet with a few locals coming in to restock on yarn or pick up a gift from the kid’s craft boxes. Effie never truly minded, though, because the space brimmed with creativity. It buzzed with the excitement of unrealized art, and she loved to be surrounded by it.

Basil was also a good friend and nice to be around. She loved that his name was so easily digestible. It had been a burden trying to befriend people her entire life when their names tasted anywhere on the spectrum from decadent, complex desserts to literal shit. Effie rolled her neck, stretching out the sore spots from her yoga practice that morning.

A box of chocolates entered the frame of her eyeline. “Want one?” Basil asked around a mouthful of nougat.

Effie scoured the box. “What are the flavors?” Basil scowled. “What? I don’t like being surprised.”

“Says the girl who is surprised with tastes all day long.”

“Precisely why I like to pick my food with intention.” Effie sized up the chocolates. She recognized the ones that had coarse salt ground on top as her favorite from the local chocolate shop. It coated her taste buds in its caramel, salty sweetness, and the moan that escaped Effie’s lips was near indecent.

Shame had her wincing beneath Basil’s scandalized gaze, but Effie played it off the best she could. “What can I say? Those chocolates are better than sex.” Basil’s brows flew up, ready to spew the retort that Effie knew was coming. “Don’t!” Basil surrendered and went back to work on his scarf. But it was a fact. Effie had succumbed to the draw of those chocolates on more than one occasion. The same could not be said of sex.

With a shake of her head, she rattled the seeds of her insecurities back out of her awareness. It didn’t do to dwell too long on what she was not.

Another hour passed in near silence but for the comforting clack of Basil’s knitting needles and the prattle of a pair of teachers on lunch hour in need of more craft glue.

Effie looked out to the street. A blue work van parked in front of the store. A young man came around from the driver’s side, stopping short with agitation, his jaw tensing as he spun around. When he emerged again, he carried the clipboard he’d apparently forgotten. He checked over the board, and Effie found herself hoping that he would come into the store.

The bell on the front door chimed.

Effie straightened, smoothing her lilac apron over the front of her light-wash jeans that had flowers she’d embroidered herself poking out from the back pocket. The subtle gesture always brought forth a giggle from Basil. Effie knew it was because she took this job more seriously than he did. He was passing through as he pursued a degree in finance at the University of New Hampshire and would eventually be led to Boston and a high-rise office in the financial district. Effie herself hadn’t gone to college and bounced from job to job after high school until her crafty obsessions and knack for creative projects landed her behind the counter of Glitter & Glue three years ago.

She took the giggle in stride and made herself available for eye contact as the young man entered and meandered through the aisles. He paused briefly at the display of leather-bound journals on a turnstile beside the luxurious fountain pens. Effie made an effort to look between him and the rest of the store. Many people preferred not to be approached unless they looked like they needed something, so she did her best to stay behind the counter unless absolutely necessary.

It was hard not to admire him though. He was strikingly handsome, and her heart fluttered like it stirred to meet Hope’s challenge—to put herself out there. Instead she let her eyes trace the broad lines of his shoulders and the dimple that played at his cheek while he looked over the journals. Effie couldn’t tear her gaze away.

She hoped it wasn’t obvious as he approached the counter. “Is there a manager I can speak with?” he asked, his voice dry and disinterested.

Effie shot Basil a look. “We’re not really staffed like that. But I guess if it was anyone, it would be Henrietta.” Basil nodded his agreement.

“Okay, well, can I speak to her then?” the man asked, and Effie noted the exasperation in his tone.

“She doesn’t work Mondays,” Effie explained. “You’re stuck with me.”

“Fucking perfect,” the man muttered, not quite under his breath.

Effie glanced at the clipboard in his hand. “What is it that you need?” Effie asked, her tone taking on a similar edge.

“I’m here for your safety inspection. I was told that a manager would be present today to go over everything.”

“Well, I wasn’t informed, but I don’t see why we shouldn’t be able to handle it.”

He gave her a tight smile that barely looked friendly below the brush of stubble that stretched across his upper lip and over his angular jaw. He held Effie’s stare, and she decided that she hadn’t made such intense eye contact since icebreaker games at summer camp when she was fourteen. “Let’s start with the storage room, shall we?”

He pointed toward the back, the tilt of his head an inquiry. Effie nodded in agreement. The young man strode toward the storage room, and Effie followed. She quickly looked back to Basil.

His giddy eyes were wide. Biting his lower lip and fanning himself dramatically, he looked ready to swoon. Effie shot him a warning glare then hurried to catch up.

She followed the man around the stacks of boxes to the large overhead door in the back. As they walked in silence, he took notes on his clipboard. He tested an emergency light, but it didn’t stay on long. The rest of the lights were dim. They sputtered and buzzed.

“Great, more dark rooms,” he bemoaned.

“What?” Effie asked, not understanding why this person was being so surly. He couldn’t be more than twenty-seven. He was too young and entirely too handsome to be this jaded.

“Nothing,” he replied and went back to his inspection, pausing only to tame a rebellious piece of hair that dared flop into his eyes.

The thick blond waves waxed in place atop his head softened his strong brow and sharp hazel eyes. The curve of his knuckles and the ink deposited beneath his nails gave Effie the impression that he dabbled in the arts. His broad, strong neck required him to leave the top button of his navy-blue uniform undone, revealing the prominent collarbone beneath the thin white of his undershirt.

He was a man made up of contrasts. There was a softness in his gaze where his features were all hard lines and ridges. He styled his hair and wore round black glasses that were at odds with his literal blue-collar attire. The ring on his pointer finger paired with the leather-banded watch made Effie want to know what he did when he wasn’t performing safety checks.

And his hair. In spite of herself, she kept getting distracted by his hair and her inane desire to run her fingers through it. She hadn’t been this instantly attracted to anyone since the first time she watched Aladdin and decided she would one day be Mrs. Street Rat. But her cartoon crush was much less prickly.

Perhaps the young man didn’t always wear this edge. She let herself imagine that, in fact, he was having an off day and otherwise would have come in smiling and leaving with a new inkwell and calligraphy pen.

“You’re staring,” he said, strained amusement trickling off his tongue.

Her need to quell her embarrassment won out over her tendency to be shy and the words rushed out, tasting sharp. “Just waiting for you to explain all the notes you’re making,” she said without missing a beat as she ushered him back into the storefront. She watched him take a few measured breaths as though trying to remember to be personable.

“Well, for one thing, you’re down about two fire extinguishers. You need one at each of the three exits. You want people fighting the fire on their way out, not running into an inferno to try to find an extinguisher. Also, there are a ton of boxes blocking the egress that need to be cleaned up, moved, or unpacked elsewhere. Your emergency lights only lasted about two minutes, and they need a burn time of ninety minutes to meet code, so those need to be upgraded immediately.”

“Okay, so we have essentially failed your inspection?”

“Yes. And you were staring,” he challenged. Effie couldn’t tell if he was angry or flattered. Was he flirting or did she imagine the amusement?

The risk of humiliation was too great, so she said, “Just trying to remember your face so when I tell the sweet old woman that owns the store that we failed, she knows who to look out for.”

“You gonna send her to egg my house or something?” Flattered and flirting felt a little more likely, which left Effie feeling untethered.

“No?” He chuckled, and Effie found herself considering breaking all of her old habits and programming to ask him out on a date. Surliness be damned.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Why?” Effie said with a huff.

“You just like being obstinate, don’t you?” His agitation resurfaced a bit. “I need to note who went through the inspection with me.”

“Oh . . . Effie Thatcher.”

“Alright, Effie. You have a lot of work to do before I come back,” he mused.

“A lot, a lot?”

“Unless you’d like to pawn it off on the sweet old lady that owns the place,” he replied, that bite and something like disapproval slathering his words.

“I wouldn’t pawn it off,” she argued. He gave Effie a once-over, looking for what, she couldn’t be sure. Whatever he saw didn’t convince him.

“Sure you wouldn’t,” he said, raising his brows with such condescension that Effie thought hard about punching him in the face. If Effie did such things. But she was tamer than that.

They rejoined Basil at the counter as he finished filling out the form. Effie leaned over, looking at the clipboard. At the top of the page was a space for the safety inspector’s name. Beside it was written Theodore Tillerman. “Theodore?” Effie mused, and her face immediately scrunched.

“Wow, is my name so bad?” Theodore asked. Effie blanched, unaware that she’d made a face.

“No, sorry.”

Theodore puzzled but brushed past it. He tore off a slip from the bottom of his clipboard and handed it to Effie. “I’ll have to come make sure you cleared that egress and have at least scheduled the work for the emergency lights by next Thursday. I’ll go grab you a couple of fire extinguishers from my van.”

Effie nodded, taking the paper. Theodore sauntered outside, and Basil pounced on her. “My God, he’s gorgeous.”

“I guess,” Effie said before taking a sip from her water bottle that she kept tucked on the shelf beneath the register. She swished the water around before swallowing, like that would help.

“You guess? Girl, I have never seen you blush.” Effie blushed plenty, prone to embarrassment and shrinking-violet syndrome as she was, but she knew what he meant. She didn’t blush like this.

“I’m not blushing,” Effie spat, and Basil took a full step back.

“My mistake.” Basil lifted his hands in surrender. “But you know he’s fine. And your babies would be knockouts.”

Effie rolled her eyes and went back to the list of tasks they needed to accomplish to make code, her ire building over the not-at-all-creative work ahead and Theodore’s implication that she wouldn’t be up to the job.

Theodore approached on near-silent feet, setting the extinguishers on the counter. He handed Effie an envelope. “Invoice for your boss.” Effie nodded. “See you in a week and a half, Effie Thatcher.”

He was irritating and dour, but she could be polite. “See you then, Theodore,” Effie said with as much gusto as she could summon, but her nose scrunched all the way up as she scraped her tongue on her teeth in near disgust.

“Okay, that was a really rude face,” Theodore said.

“I’m sorry, I just . . .” Effie stammered. She didn’t know how to explain that she never quite managed to control how her face reacted to the names she tasted.

“You just what?” Theodore demanded, confusion, and what Effie could only guess was embarrassment, furrowing his brow. Effie stayed silent. “I’m so done with people today.” He grabbed his clipboard and turned to leave.

Effie must have looked ashamed because Basil called after him, “She can taste words!” Like that somehow made her reaction any better. But it stopped Theodore from leaving in a huff.

“You’re kidding,” Theodore said, and the disdain and disbelief had Effie stiffening her spine.

“It has more to do with the fact that I don’t know that I can accomplish your little list in the time you’ve given us. Especially when it likely means having to reorganize the entire stock room. You may think you’re helping, but in reality, you just like lording your rules over people and being sour because you can. While I have to be the one to meet your demands.” Sour, salty, sweet, spicy. Flavors crashed over each other, but Effie had the good sense to clamp down on her reaction to it all.

Theodore’s face, however, flashed—a neon sign of irritation. “If you think it’s so impossible, you might want to get started. I’ll be back to lord over you all next week.”

He turned on a dime and strutted out of the store. Effie leaned back on the counter, rubbing her face.

“What the hell was that about?” Basil asked.

“It’s a lot,” Effie whined, and the gears were already turning about how best to accomplish the tasks ahead, how to approach her boss, how to make sure everyone was happy by the end of it.

Her face must have displayed the toils of her mind because Basil said, “It’s not all on you. We’ll get it done. Honestly, I feel like your brain must be an exhausting place to live sometimes.”

“You have no idea.” Effie sighed. She noted the glint in Basil’s eye. He definitely wanted to ask about the other thing. “Go ahead.”

“His name can’t taste that bad, can it? Not when it belongs to that face?”

Effie sighed. Theodore may have been handsome, but he was now solely responsible for her having to work late, worrying about getting in touch with her boss to make the necessary upgrades, and hating her synesthesia for the first time in forever.

“It’s truly that bad,” Effie said. Her disappointment and irritation with Theodore were palpable. She wouldn’t even be able to curse his name while she hauled dusty boxes back and forth across the storeroom. Not without tasting the thick, filmy yuck of soggy cardboard on her tongue.
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Hope waited until the house quieted to emerge from her room. Everyone else went off to add their bit of magic and expertise to the world. Dorothea settled in the great room with a worn copy of Pride and Prejudice while Aunt Bea probably painted in the hobby room.

Hope sidled into the kitchen for a fresh cup of coffee and one of Effie’s croissants. It wasn’t that she wanted to avoid everyone, but it had been a rather abrupt pregnancy announcement, and she felt embarrassed by it. It was an unsettling feeling. Usually, she didn’t like to hide behind shame or feel sorry for how she moved through the world. She frequently took pleasure in being exactly too much for most people.

It was the circumstance of being a solitary bird, an odd duck.

Where others gathered friends, Hope gathered characters. She was prone to living in the fantasies she wove and found little interest in making friends with living, breathing people. However, the thought that nipped at her awareness while she savored the airy, buttery croissant was that it wouldn’t matter if she wanted it. The world was not usually friendly with Hope Thatcher. People found her eccentric and existential and ethereal. All things she was proud to be, but that made barriers between her and the truly living. Except in the case of her readers. They adored her and the world she created with her Web of Realms series. They took her weird and celebrated it.

Brayden did that too.

Hope took a pensive sip, letting the acidity of the coffee melt the decadence of the pastry. She should have gone back upstairs and written. She should have gone to tell Brayden about the baby. Instead, she lifted another croissant from the basket and placed it on the bone china plate bedecked with paintings of wood thrushes and brambles.

The voracity with which she ate the second pastry left Hope with the realization that if she wasn’t careful, she might very well eat the Thatcher women out of house and home. Hope thought Brayden would encourage it. She believed once he knew about the pregnancy, he’d dote on her in more ways than he already did. Their rare moments alone between her writing, his work and renovations, and the crazies that she lived with were filled with dinners out, foot rubs, and tender touches. She could only imagine how he’d pamper her as a mother-to-be.

Hope’s hand drifted to her belly. It was all becoming so real. She’d read recently that she would soon feel the baby kicking. A terrifying and intriguing prospect.

It must have been the terror that appeared on her face because when Aunt Bea shuffled in, white hair piled on top of her head in a bun tied with a magenta bow, she said, “Heavens! Are you alright?”

She scurried to the table and sat beside Hope, taking both of Hope’s hands in the wrinkled leather of her own.

“Yes, I’m sorry to frighten you. I was thinking about the baby starting to kick.” Beatrice let out an exaggerated sigh and squeezed Hope’s hands tightly.

“It hasn’t happened yet?”

“No, but it should soon, and I’m afraid I’ll hate it,” Hope confessed.

“I wish I could tell you what to expect,” Beatrice said, trailing off. Hope offered her a warm smile. She may not have birthed any babies of her own, but Aunt Bea had been just as important to Hope and all the rest as they grew up. “My only advice is to not let those next-generation Thatchers get under your skin.” She winked.

Hope’s smile was slow to rise. Those Thatchers were precisely the ones that she feared proving right. Louisa, Ellen, Pamela, her mother. They all had such lousy experiences in their love lives and projected them onto her and Effie. She feared they’d spoil her happiness with their worry, but it was more than that.

“I think I’m afraid of who I’ll be when the baby gets here. That I’ll lose what’s important to me now.”

Aunt Bea leaned back in her seat, and Hope could tell she was chewing over her words. “Hm,” she mused. “I think the things that get lost along the way . . . the ones we put down and never remember to pick back up . . . those are probably things we outgrew anyway. The stuff that makes the heart sing demands to be picked up, even if it has to sit on the shelf a bit in wait.”

“And what if I never pick it back up?” It was too depressing a thought to consider, but it had wormed its way in almost as soon as the test read positive.

“Then I can only imagine it will mean you’ve found something that makes you even happier than writing. But I don’t think you’ll stop. I can remind you to get to your laptop if you’d like . . . and to go out with Effie and read vampire novels and sing in the shower. You’ve got a lot of people that love you, my Hope. They’ll remind you who you are, and I bet this baby will teach you a thing or two about yourself you never saw coming. Maybe this man of yours too?”

Hope leaned into Beatrice’s hand as she wiped the tear Hope hadn’t felt fall from her cheek. Aunt Bea was kindness untethered. “I think he will. I hope he will.” Hope looked down at her lap. Doubt and anxiety brewed in her belly despite the confessions of the morning.

“I have loved one man in my eighty-three years. I loved him and stopped looking, even after he was lost to the war in Vietnam. It is enough to know that it was real.”

“It’s been very real,” Hope whispered, the hint of a true smile on her lips.

“There’s no reason it shouldn’t continue as such,” Bea exclaimed, her chipper tone drawing a laugh from Hope. “Just give him grace if he is a little hurt that you waited so long to tell him?”

Hope glanced at Beatrice, a bit of guilt in her gaze. “I will,” she promised, but she still knew that love sometimes wasn’t enough. Her family reminded her of it constantly.


      [image: ]Hope nervously combed her fingers through her waist-length curls. She slowed her pace. Her knee-high suede boots scuffed on the sidewalk as she pivoted back from whence she came. She halted. Summoning her nerve, she spun around once more. Her dark floral skirt fanned out around her. It was a loose smock-style dress that she wore under a lightweight wool coat. It was one of her favorites, and it had the added benefit of hiding the weight she’d gained in her lower belly. If she was being honest, she’d popped in the last week or so. Hope counted it as a miracle he hadn’t noticed a difference that morning. But she needn’t flaunt how long she kept his baby a secret while she shared the news.
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