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      SEPTEMBER, NEW YORK CITY

      “Walking on Sunshine” played on Sunny’s mental soundtrack like she was the heroine in one of her mother’s rom-coms. It didn’t matter that rain pattered against her umbrella and splashed against the tan brick building, making it even drearier inside. Or that the puddle she’d stepped in on her way there from the subway had soaked through her brand-new boots. Sunny was at the studio to make magic.

      Not movie magic like her parents. But television was still acting, and this season her name appeared in the opening credits. Someday she’d make the leap to movies, and they’d be proud of her. They’d be one of those families that showed up for each other. Who hugged in public, not for the cameras, but because they loved each other.

      Cue the soundtrack.

      Odile met her in the lobby with a Dior J’adore–scented kiss on the cheek. She’d worn it ever since those Charlize Theron commercials and even dyed her long hair the same golden color, trying to look timeless. Too bad New York Bomb Squad’s blue-tinted lighting turned it greenish. “Should be an exciting week.”

      As they walked through the security turnstile, Sunny waved at Guillermo, the security guard. “You mean painful. Why didn’t they hand out the scripts last week?” She could memorize song lyrics on the first try, but the technical lines she had to say as a forensic analyst wouldn’t stick. “Want to run lines tonight?”

      “Sure. I guess it’s a good thing we lowly analysts won’t have too many.” Odile nudged her as they stepped into the elevator. “Though maybe you’ll get another sexy scene with Curt.”

      Sunny cocked a hip. “Think I can convince him to pop a breath mint this time?”

      Odile’s hazel eyes gleamed greenish, though it might’ve been the weak elevator lights. “Ingrate. I’d give my left boob to be promoted to the star’s girlfriend.”

      “I know. I’m grateful. Really.” It had been a dream to land the role as Curt Suede’s TV paramour. She’d watched him drive fast cars, seduce women, and walk away from explosions since she was a preteen.

      “You should be,” Odile said as the doors opened onto the studio. “Remember how quickly it can all go to shit.”

      The hum of the room stopped. All eyes, cast and crew, landed on Sunny and Odile. But there were no smiles, not like at the table read for her first screen kiss with Curt.

      Their somber faces made her itch. “Happy Monday, everyone,” she called. Odile went left, toward one end of the U-shaped table, and Sunny walked to the center, next to Curt.

      “Morning, Curt.” She set her water bottle next to her copy of the script.

      Curt grumbled and guzzled his coffee. He was shit before nine a.m.

      Sunny persisted. “What’s going on? Why is everyone being so weird?”

      Curt grunted and raised his cup. An intern scurried over and replaced it with a full one.

      “Thank you.” Sunny smiled at the intern since Curt never did.

      He sipped, then said, “Big scene this week. You’ve got a lot of lines.”

      “I do?” She flipped open the script and scanned the pages. She had a lot of lines with Odile’s character this week, digging into their friendship. She glanced up at Odile and smiled, but Odile hunched over her script, the fluorescent lights sparkling on her blond hair. Sunny scanned ahead until the word explosion leaped off the page. Odile’s character had snipped the wrong wire.

      Cold prickles washed over Sunny’s skin. She knew they were approaching mid-season and needed to amp up the drama, but she hadn’t expected this. The show often killed off its guest stars—in a fan-favorite drinking game, viewers drank every time a guest star appeared and then tossed back the rest of the drink when they died—but never a recurring character like Odile’s.

      The unfairness of it all bubbled into Sunny’s midsection. Odile was doing good work on the show. She didn’t deserve to have her part—her job—cut. And unlike Curt Suede, who’d be doing action shows until the day he died, Odile was approaching the dead zone of her career, where she’d be too old to play the sexy love interest but too young to play the wise mother. She’d be back out there auditioning, and why? For a pop in the ratings after the promos teased a very special episode?

      Ed, the director, clapped his hands. “All right, everyone. Take your seats. Let’s begin.”

      While she followed along in the script, Sunny glanced at Odile. Her back straight and her skin pale as marble, she looked more like a statue than the vivacious woman Sunny knew. The pages fluttered as she turned them.

      When she read her final line, “Boss, we’re out of time. I’m cutting it,” her voice trembled. Then Ed read out the stage direction about the explosion, and silence descended over the U-shaped table.

      “No!” Sunny rocketed to her feet. Under the force of everyone’s stares, she repeated it. “No.”

      Ed raised his bushy gray eyebrows. “Is there a problem, Ms. Lafortune?”

      Oh, shit. Ed is looking at me.

      Her mouth moved before her brain engaged, following the familiar pattern. “It’s wrong. This is wrong.” Odile was part of her family, the one she’d built in New York that was better than the real one she had in Los Angeles. Sunny would fight for her friend. “She doesn’t have to die.”

      Ed’s brows crashed down. “But it’s the emotional punch we need.”

      “No,” Sunny said. “We can find another way.”

      Curt’s mouth gaped, and his coffee breath choked her. She could sit back down, meekly agree with Ed, and save her career.

      No, she couldn’t.

      She laid her hand over the word explosion. “Having her recover from her injuries would be more emotionally satisfying.”

      “Her body parts are scattered across a city block,” Ed said. “This isn’t a Gwen Lafortune rom-com. Our audience of twenty-five-to-forty-year-old men want gore, tragedy, and revenge. Not happily ever after.”

      No happily ever afters. The story of Sunny’s life. But she could try. For Odile. “Can’t we give them both?”

      “No, Ms. Lafortune. We can’t.” Ed’s voice carried the flatness of finality. Like the flattened building the carpenters would be constructing for that scene.

      “Then I can’t, either.” Tipping up her chin, Sunny walked out of the room.

      Like the scene in that week’s episode of New York Bomb Squad, she’d just made her career go BOOM.
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      JANUARY, SUBURBAN COLUMBUS, OHIO

      This is it. After everything that happened, I’m going to die in a freaking golf cart.

      Gabe gripped the steering wheel, his normally tan fingers turning frost-white, all his focus on keeping the vehicle from slipping on the icy curve and spilling out his family.

      “I could walk faster than this,” Uncle Bobby grumbled from the back.

      “I couldn’t.” In the front passenger seat, Grandpa massaged his knee. “That’s why we’re riding.”

      “Leave Gabe alone.” From the soft oof behind him, Gabe figured Aunt Pat had elbowed her brother. “You know he has—” Her voice faded to a whisper too low for Gabe to hear.

      He didn’t want to hear it. After five years of therapy, he was well aware of his own issues. He braked—slowly—and brought the cart to a skidding stop in front of the kiddie coaster. Clenching his jaw, he glanced at the low, snow-crusted lift hill, just to show he could. Then he turned his back to the sinuous steel structure and faced the Beach Island Board of Directors, also known as his family.

      “We determined this one’s in pretty good shape,” he said. “The maintenance crew is checking each car and performing minor repairs on the track as the weather allows. Ramirez says they’ll be done in about two weeks.”

      “Kiddie rides,” Uncle Bobby snorted. His smooth cheeks were red from the cold. “I want to see the moneymakers. Twister of Terror. The Basilisk.”

      “Bobby.” This time, Gabe witnessed Aunt Pat’s elbow. For a woman who had to wear thick-soled sneakers to reach the you-must-be-this-tall-to-ride lines, she had a vicious swing. “We asked Gabe to give us a tour of the winter projects. Let him direct it.”

      Uncle Bobby muttered something under his breath and crossed his arms over the Beach Island Amusements logo on his fleece jacket.

      “Guests under forty-eight inches should enjoy the park, too,” Gabe said. Though he wished the kids would stay at home. He wished everyone would stay at home. Then Gabe wouldn’t have to worry all the time about someone getting hurt. And maybe he could do what he wanted for a change.

      “Right you are,” Grandpa said. “Kids who ride this one grow up to ride Twister of Terror.”

      Gabe shuddered inside his extra-large down coat.

      “Plus, they buy plenty of snacks,” Aunt Pat said. When she nodded, the flower on her knit hat bounced. “Gabe’s a smart boy. He’s always done what’s best for the park.”

      Gabe blew out a frustrated breath, which clouded in the icy air. At thirty, he hadn’t been a boy for a long time, not since the board had asked him to shoulder the massive responsibility of the park nine years ago.

      “Fine, fine.” Uncle Bobby pointed over the trees to the wooden curve of Mystery Mountain. “But show us that one next.”

      Gabe narrowed his eyes at him. “Seat belt.”

      After Uncle Bobby refastened his belt, Gabe drove carefully along the blessedly straight path to Mystery Mountain. He fixed his eyes on the empty queuing area to avoid the towering hill.

      “The team is checking the chain lift, same as every winter. Taking it apart, cleaning it, reassembling it. The cars, too.”

      “I’m glad we kept this one,” Grandpa said. “Not too many wooden coasters left.”

      “’Cause they suck,” Uncle Bobby grumbled.

      Gabe silently agreed. The wood warped in the rain and again in the sun. Left unchecked, the coaster would become rough over time, leading to injured passengers. Ramirez griped about it constantly. Year-round, his maintenance chief dedicated a small crew to assessing and repairing this ride. Grandpa probably had no idea how much it cost to keep his pet coaster’s ride smooth, even though Gabe called it out every quarter in the financial reports.

      His phone buzzed, and while Grandpa and Bobby argued the merits of wooden versus steel coasters, he checked it. Another call from DN-YAY. He hit the Ignore button. He’d deal with that annoyance later. For now, he had a bigger concern: the hill to Twister of Terror.

      He cast a glance at his passengers to ensure their lap belts were buckled—too bad golf carts didn’t come with beefier restraints—and hit the accelerator. He hoped someone from Ramirez’s crew had laid down some ice melt. Despite the cold, his palms started to sweat.

      “Gabe, you going to take a vacation this year?” Grandpa asked.

      “What?” Was the incline just wet, or was that a thin layer of ice?

      “A vacation. You know, sunshine, sand, umbrella drinks?”

      “No time,” Gabe said through gritted teeth. “Less than four months to opening day.” He gambled and accelerated to build momentum to climb the hill.

      “It’s your turn to go to the Expo this year,” Aunt Pat said. “You can get your umbrella drink on in Orlando.”

      Crap. They’d skipped his turn last time. He’d hoped to pass on the Expo again this year. How was he going to get to Florida? He’d never survive a fourteen-hour drive. He pressed harder on the accelerator, making the tiny engine whine. “Why don’t you go, Aunt Pat? I’m more of a beer guy.”

      “They have beer in Florida. Besides, you know I prefer the snow. I’ve already got my trip to Whistler planned.”

      If Gabe hadn’t been steering the cart up the hill, he’d have shivered. He’d spent all his life in Ohio, but, unlike the rest of his family, he dreaded every winter. Why would anyone go somewhere even colder and snowier on vacation?

      The cart’s back half fishtailed, arrowing his attention back to the road. His pulse roared in his ears. Straighten out. Don’t tip. The adrenaline pumping through him urged him to yank the wheel. Instead, he held it firm, steering gradually in the direction of the skid. At last, the cart leveled out, finally gaining purchase at the top of the hill in front of Twister of Terror. A shuddering cloud of his breath gusted out as he peeled his fingers off the steering wheel. He should’ve predicted that Aunt Pat and Uncle Bobby didn’t weigh enough to counterbalance his mass in the front.

      Uncle Bobby chuckled. “Way to give us a little excitement, Gabe.” He stepped out of the cart. Gabe did, too, though his legs trembled. He wiped the slick of sweat from his brow.

      “Yo, Gabe!” The safety gate clanged shut, and Tony Ramirez jogged out from the maintenance area.

      Relief mingled with the dissipating adrenaline. The board would listen to Ramirez. Safety was his job. Gabe’s jaw unclenched. “Ramirez. I didn’t expect to see you out here today.”

      “I thought I’d show the board what we’re working on here. Give you a break.”

      Gabe was still too tight-strung to smile at his friend, but he nodded. “Thanks.”

      Uncle Bobby and Aunt Pat followed Ramirez toward the blue steel monstrosity. Grandpa clutched Gabe’s arm, bending him down closer to the old man’s height. “I’ll drive the cart back with your aunt and uncle. Why don’t you head over”—he tipped his chin—“and pay your respects.”

      The warmth that rushed through Gabe’s veins had nothing to do with the weak winter sunshine. Still, he checked his watch, his father’s battered old Omega.

      Grandpa said, “Don’t worry. We’ll meet you back in the office in half an hour. Take your time.”

      “Thanks, Grandpa.” Gabe might not have looked much like the short, slender old man, but Grandpa always seemed to know what he was thinking. “See you later.”

      He meandered toward the circle of trees Grandpa had indicated. Stepping between them into Founders’ Park always calmed him, even in winter with ice coating the young trees’ branches and the flowers—yellow tulips for his mother—still resting underground.

      He avoided the plaque and lowered himself onto his favorite bench, the one that faced away from Twister of Terror’s steel corkscrew. He traced the round watch face on his wrist, the smooth, cool glass settling his nerves. He’d never looked much like his dad—too tall, too broad, too dark—so, instead of looking in a mirror to remember him, he came here and dug through his memories for images of Dad’s hand clutching his smaller one as they walked through the park, of Dad’s almost hairless arm with this watch on it. The watch he’d handed to Ramirez before— Before.

      His phone buzzed again in his pocket. Again, he pulled it out. Dismissed another call from DN-YAY. A few minutes of peace was what he needed. No phone calls, no ice, no board of directors. No Theme Park Expo in flipping Florida.

      A crack rang out, making Gabe duck his head. When an ice-coated tree limb clattered onto the next bench over, Gabe shut his eyes. Breathed deep to slow his racing heartbeat.

      Pushing his hands onto his knees, he stood. He hefted the limb onto his shoulder and headed toward the park’s landscaping shed. CEO or not, when there was work to be done, Gabe did it. He might not have his parents’ light builds or their cold tolerance, but he’d learned that lesson from them.

      If only they’d taught him how to enjoy their legacy, the park, without them.
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      “Gabe, what are you doing?”

      Quickly, he straightened, tucking the snow shovel behind his back. He shouldn’t feel guilty. He was watching out for his employee. Employees. “Clearing this ice.”

      Darlene crossed her arms and shivered. “The maintenance crew’s on the way.”

      “They have important work to do. I’ve got this.” He chipped at a hunk of ice on the sidewalk in front of the administrative office building. What if Darlene had slipped on her way in this morning? Or Grandpa? He’d never forgive himself.

      She leaned on the doorjamb. “Tough meeting with the board?”

      “No!” But his voice rose in that petulant way he hated. He cleared his throat. “It was fine. They’re pleased with the work we’re doing. You should go back inside. You’re not wearing a coat.”

      “Neither are you. Come in here. You have real work to do.” Carefully, she turned and walked into the Beach Island administrative office building.

      Real work. That’s what it was. When he was a kid, working at Beach Island, even when he’d been on vomit clean-up duty under Twister of Terror, had been fun. Now, it held nothing but bad memories. And spreadsheets.

      Gabe leaned the snow shovel against the side of the building. He sprinkled a last trowelful of ice melt over the sidewalk and followed his assistant.

      Darlene leaned on her desk. “You have a call with a new paper goods supplier at one. At two, you’re interviewing a candidate for the entertainment director position. In the meantime, you need to review these.” She picked up a stack of papers. “Applications for summer jobs. I’ve already screened them.”

      Gabe paused before he took the stack. Sure enough, the papers fluttered in her hand.

      “You all right?” He scanned her face. She was a few years older than him, in her mid-thirties. Her skin was winter-pale, but it wasn’t drawn with fatigue like it sometimes was.

      “Course I am.” She stared right back. “Are you?”

      Shoving the papers under his arm, he looked toward his office door and its brass nameplate that read, Gabe Armstrong, Chief Executive Officer. “Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Bobby irritating you again about the safety improvements. Or…Riley.”

      “Who?” If she could pretend she wasn’t having a flare-up, Gabe could pretend, too.

      “You might think⁠—”

      His phone rang, interrupting her. Gabe pulled it out of his pocket. DN-YAY again. For a second, he weighed his options: another conversation about his ex-girlfriend, or a hassle with the sketchy DNA testing company that’d screwed up his results? “Sorry, I’m going to take this. I’ll come check on you after.”

      “Don’t bother. I’m fine.” She circled the desk, lowered herself into her chair, and swiveled until her back was toward him.

      Shaking his head, he walked into his office and closed the door before swiping to accept the call. “Gabe Armstrong.”

      “Mr. Armstrong, this is Sunny from DN-YAY. I’m calling about your test results.”

      Sunny? Was this company for real? Of course not. They’d already screwed up his results, telling him he was seventy-five percent Italian. The Armstrongs were originally from Scotland, and his mother’s family was Danish. Who confused northern Europe with Italy? A company that employed Sunny, that’s who. He should’ve known a DNA testing firm that advertised nonstop on Riley’s favorite fake-reality dating show would be more sparkle than science. Their jingle—DN-YAY, find out who you are to-DAY!—tinkled through his mind.

      “Did you run the test again?” After he’d gotten his results, he’d emailed Customer Service to demand a retest. Clearly, they’d mixed up his results with someone else’s.

      “We did, and we confirmed the results. You have two brothers and a sister, all still living.”

      “That’s impossible. I was an only child.” He snapped the blinds shut, blocking out the view of the nearby arcade and behind it, Twister of Terror.

      “Mr. Armstrong.” The woman’s voice gentled, like she was talking to a small child. “Have you talked to your parents about the results?”

      Kind of hard to talk to someone who’d been dead nine years. His blood went hot, and the peace he’d felt at Founders’ Park evaporated.

      “Why would I talk to anyone about it?” he snapped. “The results are wrong. You know what? Forget about it. Take me off⁠—”

      She spoke over him. “Mr. Armstrong, listen to me.” Her voice dropped lower, like she didn’t want to be overheard. “I’ve talked to a lot of people about their families, and things can get…complicated. We found the parents you listed on your information sheet in our database. We have their test results too. I’m sorry, but it’s impossible for them to be your biological parents.”

      Not his parents? And when had they taken DNA tests? And why? His knees wobbled. He flung out his hand for balance and hit the back of the armchair by the window. Gripping the fabric, he eased himself into the seat. “What?”

      Her voice went even softer. “You really should ask your parents about the test results.”

      “They’re dead.” The words cracked out of him like that snapping tree branch. He straightened in the chair, squaring his back to the window and the view of the roller coaster hidden by the blinds.

      “Holy shit! Oh, I mean, I’m very sorry about that.” He could almost hear her cringe over the phone line. “Do you want to talk to a genetic counselor?”

      “Not unless they’re going to rerun the test and explain what the hell happened the first two times.”

      “Look,” she half-whispered, “DN-YAY has some issues, I’ll admit it, but they ran your results three times. Your biological siblings are living in Las Vegas.”

      “Las Vegas?” That broke something inside him. He was from Ohio, the Midwest. He’d never been to Vegas. He slumped in the chair. “I didn’t want to take the test. It was all Riley’s idea.”

      “Who?”

      “Riley. We had the couple’s version. Two tests. A Christmas gift.”

      “Oh!” When excitement bubbled in her voice, a spark of hope flared in his chest. “Maybe your tests got mixed up,” she said. “Is Riley from Las Vegas? It could be his siblings we found.”

      “His?”

      “Shit, I’m sorry. I’m new, and I’m screwing this up so bad.” He heard skin slapping on skin like she’d covered her mouth. “I wish I could tell you what you want to hear. DN-YAY has its problems, but it’s unlikely they’d mix up a man’s test results with a woman’s.”

      The hope fizzled out like the last mortar in Beach Island’s Saturday-night Firework Extravaganza.

      “We didn’t even take them together. She saw all those damned ads. She said it’d be fun.” Riley had wrapped the test packages in shiny silver paper with white polar bears wearing red scarves. The bears were doing un-bearlike things like sledding and holding candy canes in their paws.

      Gabe didn’t have a Christmas tree at his townhouse, but when he’d come home after work a few days after their breakup, Riley had left his kit sitting on the kitchen counter, next to her key to his place. The bears mocked him with their joyful Christmas grins.

      “After she—after she left, I, ah, I took the test. Does alcohol affect the results?” When he’d swabbed his cheek on Christmas Eve, his saliva had to have been fifty percent Maker’s Mark.

      “No.” She paused. “I’m sorry she left you.” Her voice was so soothing, he almost believed she cared. “Especially at Christmas.”

      “Doesn’t matter. It’s a Hallmark holiday, anyway.”

      “Christmas isn’t a Hallmark holiday!”

      Who was this woman? She didn’t sound like a customer service representative.

      “Sure it is,” Gabe grumbled. “Cards, wrapping paper, Black Friday. It’s all about buying stuff.” He’d fallen into that trap. That night at the restaurant, he’d had the black velvet box in his coat pocket. He hadn’t had a chance to offer it to Riley before she’d stood up from the table and walked out.

      “No, it’s not. It’s supposed to be about friends and togetherness. Family.” Her voice took a wistful turn on the last word. “Oh.”

      Yeah. Oh.

      “No one should be alone at Christmas.” Her voice had lost all its former effervescence. “I should know.”

      In the beat of silence that followed, Gabe heard other, more strident voices over the line. She was in a call center. He didn’t know this person, and he shouldn’t have been sharing his feelings with her.

      “I wasn’t alone.” Somehow, it was important that she not feel sorry for him. On Christmas Day, he’d dragged his hungover carcass to Aunt Pat’s like he’d done as long as he could remember, even before his parents had died. She’d made the same dried-out turkey she always had. No worries about salmonella. Those suckers could’ve never survived the too-long roast in Aunt Pat’s Viking oven.

      But if what this woman said was true, Gabe hadn’t belonged at Aunt Pat’s. Aunt Pat wouldn’t have given a Brooks Brothers tie to someone who wasn’t her nephew, would she?

      Sunny from DN-YAY couldn’t hear all the roiling that was going on inside him. “It’s good you were with friends,” she said. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said. It was a phrase he’d learned after his parents died. People knew not to push once he’d said that. They knew they’d done their job by asking, and he’d done his by being self-sufficient.

      “Are you sure?”

      She didn’t know the script.

      “Positive,” he growled.

      “On the bright side, this means you have a second chance. At family. At love.”

      What had this call turned into? First she told him he had family in Las Vegas he’d never known about. Now she was going off about love? Maybe monosyllables would shut her down. It used to work on Riley. “Sure,” Gabe said.

      “So are you going to look up your bio family?”

      Who was this Sunny person? Did her supervisor know she was so…so…pushy and unprofessional? He’d have sent someone like her to remedial customer-service training. “I don’t think so.”

      “But what if they’re looking for you? They all got tested. They checked the box to be notified of relatives we find. You didn’t, so we won’t contact them, but you should consider reaching out. Look, I…” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Family’s important. I always wished I had siblings, didn’t you? Like on that show, The Brainiac Bunch. Now you have a chance to meet yours. I’ll email you their names. It’s public information since they checked the box. You can call them. Meet them.”

      Meet them? “No. Thanks.” He hung up. It was warm in his office, but chills raced over his skin. Thanks for dropping this bomb on me. Thanks for making me question everything I thought I knew about myself. Could it be true? DN-YAY’s website made all sorts of claims about their accuracy. But couldn’t they be wrong about this? Some sort of mix-up. Maybe he hadn’t sealed the envelope properly and someone else’s DNA had gotten in with his.

      But…what if she was right? What if everything he thought was his—his parents, Grandpa, Aunt Pat, Uncle Bobby, his cousins, Beach Island—wasn’t?

      Gabe stood and shoved his phone back in his pocket. The sweat-dampened sheaf of applications crinkled under his arm. He tossed the stack onto his desk—his dad’s desk—the desk—and didn’t even worry that some of them fluttered to the floor. He flung open the door and strode past Darlene.

      “Gabe, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine.”

      He snatched his coat off the rack and flung it over his shoulders, not bothering to change into his boots. He stomped out into the gray January afternoon, past the back of the arcade to the corrugated metal machine shop. Ramirez looked up, but when he saw Gabe’s expression, he stared back down into the guts of the Mystery Mountain car he was working on.

      Gabe crossed the room to the far corner, where a heavy chain suspended one of the cars from Twister of Terror from a steel beam overhead. He grabbed a wrench from the tool chest and cranked one of the exterior bolts. He didn’t need any power tools. His anger would provide the torque he needed.

      But even the whine of Ramirez’s drill and the hiss of the welder working on the other end of the garage couldn’t drown out the doubt that roared in Gabe’s ears.

      If he wasn’t who he thought he was, did he even belong here?
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      “Thanks.” The line went dead.

      Sunny ripped off her headset and tossed it into the corner of her cube. It wasn’t even a real cubicle, not like the one her character, Sadie, had on New York Bomb Squad. Actually, that wasn’t a real cubicle, either, since it’d just been part of the show’s set. But DN-YAY, the real office in Ohio where Sunny worked now, put all the customer service representatives at white laminate desks with half-walls around them that looked like the study carrels at her old high school library back in California.

      Why had she mentioned The Brainiac Bunch? She hadn’t thought about that old show in years. And a grump like Gabe Armstrong had probably never seen it. Not many people had, since it had been canceled after only one season. Even though it was all pretend, it was the closest thing to family she’d ever known.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket. It’d been doing that all day. Texts from her parents. Separately. It didn’t look like an emergency though they demanded she call them. Sunny was at work. They’d taught her work was the most important thing. And she guessed it was true even if that work was for a sketchy DNA testing company and not a role in next year’s blockbuster action flick or swoony rom-com.

      She needed her crappy job. To pay for the repairs to her car so she could leave that crappy job behind in the dust and return to where she belonged: the stage.

      Toby’s voice startled her. “Sunny, I need to give you some feedback.”

      Slowly, she rotated in her chair to face him.

      Her boss stood over her, crossing his arms over his thin chest and crumpling the front of his lab coat. He wore the coat even though, as a customer service manager, he didn’t work with DNA samples.

      “Did you just offer to send our client’s confidential information to another client?” He also referred to their customers as clients like DN-YAY was a law firm instead of a bottom-tier DNA testing company.

      “Well, yeah.” No point in denying it. He must have been listening like a creeper. “I just told a guy his parents lied to him until they died. And that he has two brothers and a sister he’s never met. Shouldn’t he be allowed to reach out to his family?”

      “You know we have policies and procedures for that.” He gestured at the dusty copy of the handbook wedged into the corner of her cube.

      Gabe Armstrong was not going to go back to DN-YAY’s website and click the button to contact his relatives. To improve her craft, Sunny studied people, and what she’d heard in his voice was confusion and fear. But if the contact information was sitting in his email box, the facts would be harder to avoid. Eventually, he’d open the email, then he’d reach out to his family. Maybe they’d be better than the parents who raised him. What kind of parents lied to their kid about being adopted? Her parents had a lot of flaws, but at least they usually told the truth. Even when it hurt.

      His birth family wanted to know him. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have taken the tests and checked the box to be contacted. And Gabe Armstrong needed them. She’d heard the pain in his voice. He was all alone now that his parents were gone.

      She knew the pain of being alone.

      She sat up straighter. “I was just trying to make it easier on him. It was a lot, you know?”

      Toby parked his hands on his hips. “It’s not your job to make it easier on him.”

      She shifted in her chair so her back hid the contact sheet she’d printed out before making the call. She stared at the DN-YAY logo on the right front of his lab coat. Apparently, it was her job to tell Gabe Armstrong that he wasn’t who he thought he was. Last week, it’d been her job to tell a woman she had a high risk for breast cancer. A couple days before that, she’d told a guy his biological mother was actually the woman he’d thought was his older sister. And when she’d seen who his biological father was, she’d transferred him to a genetic counselor. That’s why they paid the counselors the big bucks. Sunny wasn’t about to do it for twelve bucks an hour.

      Cata, her roommate, had lured her in with stories of the fun workplace—interesting stories, casual dress, and beer on Friday afternoons. Plus, she could ride to work with Cata until she saved enough to pay for the repairs to her car, which was currently coated in ice and parked in their complex’s lot, where it’d been towed after breaking down on the way to Los Angeles.

      Cata, a psychology grad student, found customer-service work fascinating.

      For Sunny, DN-YAY was a paycheck until she could get back on her feet. It was a good hiding place, too. She hadn’t had to tell her parents about the fiasco in New York. They thought she was still working there.

      Though, to her film-star parents, working in television was only slightly better than working in customer service.

      “Sunny, are you even listening to me?” Toby towered over her where she sat. “I’m trying to give you feedback.”

      She glanced around at her coworkers in their cubes. Some of them were talking to customers, but others had given up any pretense of working and stared at her, open-mouthed, with their headset cords dangling.

      Stand up for yourself. It was what Odile had told her. No one else will do it for you. Though, in the end, Sunny had stood up for Odile, and it had destroyed her career.

      Stay cool, Sunny reminded herself. No need to go full-on New York here. Just another month or two, and I’ll have enough for the car repairs. She held out her palms. “I was just trying to offer exceptional customer service.”

      Neither one of them had to look at the banner at the front of the room. Foot-high letters proclaimed that DN-YAY provided EXCEPTIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE.

      Toby’s upper lip curled behind his wispy mustache. “Exceptional customer service doesn’t violate the company’s procedures. I’m going to have to write you up for overstepping your role.”

      She bolted from her chair. With her heeled Tory Burch boots, which were much better suited to the clubs of New York than to a desk job in Ohio, she was nearly as tall as Toby. Three cubes over, Cata’s mouth dropped into a horrified O. She knew exactly what was coming.

      “Isn’t it my role to be a decent human being, Toby? Because that’s all I was trying to do.”

      “You’re paid to uphold the processes and policies of DN-YAY. Not to meddle in people’s business.” He wagged his finger at her. A smear of something red, ketchup, Sunny hoped, stained his sleeve. “You are an entry-level customer service representative making slightly more than minimum wage.”

      Cata’s eyes widened so the brown irises were ringed by white. For half a second, Sunny wondered if the person on Cata’s line was hearing this, too.

      She breathed in through her nostrils, hoping it’d cool off her brain. She could still walk out of there with a job reference. She could even sit back down, apologize, and keep her job.

      Nope. She’d stood up for Odile in New York, and now she was standing up for herself. She wasn’t about to let Toby and his ridiculous lab coat fire her. Not for trying to do the right thing.

      “I don’t think I can support DN-YAY’s procedures if they don’t allow me to show a little compassion for our customers.” She clasped the badge clipped to her favorite T-shirt, the vintage one with the sparkly unicorn on the front, and pulled.

      She dropped the badge onto the gray industrial carpeting at his feet. “I quit.”

      Whirling, she grabbed the papers next to her keyboard and stuffed them into her purse. Then she shoved past Toby and stomped out of the customer service bullpen in her boots, holding her breath until she reached the street and gasped in the cold winter air.

      And that’s when she realized she was standing in front of her former place of employment, having thrown a bridge-burning tantrum, with no prospects for employment, no Plan B. For the second time in four months.

      Plus, this time her car didn’t run, she was two thousand miles from where she intended to be, and it was the middle of winter. She squeezed her eyes shut.

      A chilly breeze tingled at her chest. Looking down, she saw a hole in her T-shirt, right at the base of the unicorn’s flowy glitter tail. Shit! She’d ripped her favorite shirt, and on the way out, she’d flashed everyone with an eyeful of pink lace bra cup.

      Tugging her coat over her chest, she trudged across the street to the bar—the sketchy one they always bypassed for the cleaner, brighter one a few blocks over—to wait for Cata’s shift to end. She needed a drink.
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        * * *

      

      Sunny plopped onto a barstool and made the mistake of looking up at the television. Hollywood Observer was on, showing celebrities on a red carpet. Not just any celebrities. Her parents.

      Her mother, Gwen Lafortune, wore a long red silk gown. Not an ounce of fat broke the line of the unforgivingly clingy fabric. The long, fitted sleeves outlined the gym-honed musculature of her arms. Her hair, the same blond shade as Sunny’s, curled around her shoulders. She posed, elbows bent, hip cocked, chin down, the way she’d coached Sunny so many times. She looked the age she’d claimed for years: thirty-five.

      The bartender shuffled in front of her. “What’ll it be?”

      “Bud Light in a bottle. Please.”

      The TV screen drew Sunny’s gaze again. Her dad, Gene, looked every inch the action hero he played in films. But instead of jungle fatigues or jeans and a ripped T-shirt that showed his muscled chest, he wore a tux. The camera flashes lit up the gray he’d started to allow to show at his temples.

      Wait. The light was all wrong for Los Angeles. The building they stood in front of, too. There were outdoor heaters everywhere, and the photographer crouched in the corner of the screen wore a black parka. They must be… She scanned the background of the shot and spotted One World Trade Center’s distinctive antenna.

      Shit.

      They were in New York.

      That explained all the messages.

      The bartender plunked down her beer. He wiped a stained rag across the sticky bar and left her alone. Slumping over the wooden surface, she tried not to touch anything but the cool glass of the bottle.

      Slowly, she pulled her phone out of her back pocket. Three messages from Mom. Two texts from Dad. They never called her just to check in. They knew. Her stomach hollowed.

      If she called now, while they were at the premiere, they wouldn’t pick up. She’d fulfill her duty while delaying the criticism. She hit the button to dial her mother. It rang a few times, but after the fourth ring, instead of an outgoing message, her mother picked up.

      “Susan, isn’t it wonderful?” No hello, no how-are-you. But at least she sounded happy.

      “Oh. Yeah, Mom. I saw you at the premiere. You look fantastic.”

      “Thank you. Did you see my shoes?”

      “Sorry, I missed them. What’re they like?” Good. She could distract her mother like this all day.

      “They’re Jimmy Choo. Nude slingbacks with rhinestones across the pointed toe. They wear like a dream.”

      “They sound gorgeous, Mom.” Sunny swigged her beer. “Whose premiere is it?”

      “It’s an Oscar contender. Starring—wait. Did you listen to my messages?”

      “No?” Sunny glugged down the rest of her beer and signaled for another. “I just got off work.” Permanently.

      “And you haven’t spoken to your father?”

      “Not yet.”

      Her mother’s voice dropped. “It’s the most fabulous opportunity for you.”

      “For me?” She hadn’t called to yell at her for wasting her last fabulous opportunity? Gene wouldn’t hesitate to do it. He was the one who’d gotten her the audition for New York Bomb Squad.

      “A role. Back in LA.”

      “A role for me?” As her parents had told her countless times, you got only one chance to impress people. Why would Gwen offer her a role after she’d walked out on her last one?

      “Of course for you. Who else?”

      Who else? Sunny could name a dozen actresses about her age who were more talented, more beautiful, and less likely to walk out of a table read because of something that wasn’t even her business.

      “Really, Mom? That’s great. What’s⁠—”

      “Gwen and Susan Lafortune, together on screen. Pure magic!”

      Those tingles in her belly had to be excitement. Not disappointment that her mother was more excited to be seen on screen than to have her daughter return home. Or maybe it was just all that beer. Sunny held the phone away from her ear and burped.

      “—you can’t be late. Understand?”

      Sunny straightened on the stool. “Of course. When⁠—”

      “Your father wants to talk to you. Here he is.”

      “Susan.” Her father’s voice sounded strained. “What’s this I hear about you walking off set?”

      She winced. “They were about to kill off my friend’s character. And I couldn’t let them⁠—”

      “You couldn’t let them? Susan, you are the talent. Not the money. Not the power. Until you’re a producer, you say your lines and keep quiet. Understand?”

      “Yes, Dad.” Sunny’s finger trembled as she lifted it to swipe away the moisture from the corner of her eye. Standing up for Odile seemed like the right thing to do, but she hated the note of stern disapproval in his voice.

      “Now, for this project of your mother’s. Did she give you the details?”

      “No. What’s⁠—”

      “Where are you?”

      “In a bar.”

      He huffed out a long-suffering sigh. “Are you still in New York?”

      If she lied and said yes, they might ask to meet her. She had to give him the humiliating truth. “No. I’m in Ohio.”

      “What the hell are you doing there?”

      “Visiting a friend?”

      “If someone had asked me yesterday, I’d have said you couldn’t find Ohio on a map. We need you home next month. Shooting starts on the thirteenth of February. Understand?”

      That was a little over three weeks away. She didn’t have much time. “Shooting? When do I audition?”

      “As soon as you can get here. Is there going to be a problem?”

      Before she’d left for the audition in New York, he’d warned her to save her money. It was a bit part at the lower end of the pay scale. And she’d done what he said, as much as she could considering the sky-high rent on even a tiny apartment in Manhattan. At first. But as her role grew, when she got that opening credit and the salary bump that came with it, she caved to the expectations to wear the right clothes, eat in the right restaurants, and be seen in the right bars. Even the higher salary seemed to slip through her fingers like water. Then, when everything had gone to hell, her cash evaporated.

      Just like he’d warned her, she’d exhausted her small savings during the three months she’d looked for another acting gig. Unsuccessfully. Because the New York Bomb Squad producers had blacklisted her from the casting list of every television show, movie set, play, and toothpaste commercial in New York.

      She couldn’t ask her parents for cash to come home. Not while her father still had a little faith in her.

      “No. No problem.” She’d figure it out. She’d get to LA despite the sad balance in her bank account and her nonfunctional vehicle. She could do it without groveling for his help and fracturing the fragile bubble of his confidence.

      She couldn’t let her parents see her like this. Hell, she didn’t want to see herself like this. She pinched her shirt together where it had ripped.

      Still, she had to remember Leslie Odom, Jr., who said, “The path to moments of greatness in your life will be paved, in part, with your spectacular failures.”

      Mr. Odom would’ve been impressed by the spectacle Sunny had made of her failure.

      “Good.” Her dad’s voice broke her out of her wandering thoughts. “Looking forward to seeing you.”

      “Really?” Suddenly, she wasn’t in the skeezy bar anymore. She was a little girl wearing her prettiest, ruffled dress, and the housekeeper, Nadia, had curled her hair into long, shiny ringlets. Her parents had just come home from their latest projects. Sunny thundered down the enormous staircase into the foyer, and her father bent at the waist, picked her up, and spun her around. It was the last time she could remember getting a hug from her father.

      “I have to get back to the party,” he said. “See you no later than the thirteenth.”

      “Okay, Dad.” But her father had already hung up the phone.

      She’d find a way. She always did. She’d be there in plenty of time to audition, even if she had to waitress in the 24-hour truck stop by the highway to do it. Even if she had to hitchhike.

      If she was going home, she had to close the curtain on her life in Ohio. She’d already quit her job. She’d try to find Cata another roommate to split the rent. She didn’t have any other strings to cut.

      Except one.

      Before she left, she’d hand those papers to Gabe Armstrong. In LA, she’d make her parents proud. He deserved a family reunion, too.
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        * * *

      

      Sunny was peeling the label on her fourth beer when Cata ducked into the bar. The dim lights shone on her dark skin, and her braids swung as she shook her head.

      “I know, I know,” Sunny said, sliding from the stool. After four beers, she wasn’t sure if what she knew was that the bar was too skeezy to be inside or that she’d made a terrible life choice by quitting her job. The one Cata had gotten her at her lowest point. The one she needed for cash to get to LA.

      Cata held out her arms. “Bring it in.”

      Sunny stepped into her embrace. In three months, Cata had become a good friend to her. After her ancient Mercedes sputtered to a stop on I-70 in Columbus on her way back to LA to make a fresh start, when the repair shop told her the car needed more repairs than the car was worth, she’d texted everyone she knew. One of her New York friends responded with the name of her former NYU roommate, who was in the graduate psychology program at Ohio State.

      Sunny had only been looking for a safe place to tow her car and then sleep in it until she got herself together, but Cata had an extra bedroom. And a job. And the emotional support she so desperately needed. Now she’d screwed up the job her new friend had been kind enough to recommend her for.

      “It’s okay, honey,” Cata said. “Let’s get you home.”

      Sunny laid a couple of bills on the bar and wobbled out behind Cata.

      Cata’s car was still parked in the DN-YAY lot. While they scraped the crusted ice off the windows, the fresh air and movement sharpened her brain and brought with it a stab of guilt. What could she say to make it better? What could she do to ensure Cata kept the job she inexplicably loved and didn’t experience any consequences from what she’d done?

      Finally, when the heat blasted over her chilled cheeks inside the car, she said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have blown up like that. I should’ve waited until the end of my shift and then resigned.”

      Cata snorted. “Toby’s an ass. Hell, sometimes I want to quit, too. I would if I wasn’t so fascinated by our weird, wonderful customers and our even weirder employees.”

      “I hope he doesn’t take it out on you.”

      “Don’t worry about me. I can handle Toby. But,” Cata tilted her head, “this makes you two for two on big, dramatic exit scenes, you know.”

      Sunny felt Cata’s words like a knife in her chest. But she kept up the sunshiny veneer over the guilt her father had planted, which had grown into a full, leafy tree of poisonous shame. “I’m an actress. Big, dramatic scenes are what I do.”

      “You’re not an actress right now.”

      “Of course I’m an actress,” Sunny snapped. “Just because I don’t have a role at the moment doesn’t mean I’m not.”

      “Ah.”

      “No.” Sunny held up a hand. “I know what that ‘ah’ means. No psychologist Cata.”

      “Hmm. Let’s unpack all this at home.” Cata turned the key in the ignition. “Wine, ice cream, or both?”

      “Definitely both. And pizza? The greasier, the better.”

      It was only when they settled on Cata’s blue velveteen sofa, a glistening slice of pizza in one hand and a glass of Spanish red in the other, that Cata asked, “So what are you going to do now?”

      Sunny sipped the bold, fruity wine. She wished Cata had waited until they’d opened the second bottle. She set her slice on her plate and wiped her fingers on a napkin. “Actually, I’m going back to California. My parents have a role for me.”

      “Acting? TV or film?”

      Sunny shrugged. “They were light on the details. All I know is, I have to be back in LA in three weeks.”

      Cata’s eyebrows winged up. “And this is what you want to do?”

      “Of course. I’m an actress, and they’ve gotten me an audition.”

      “Why ‘of course’?” Cata tilted her head. “You walked off your last show, and you haven’t looked for another acting job since.”

      “I just—I’ve been in a slump, okay? Besides.” She laughed, bitter. “Where would I audition in Columbus, Ohio?”

      “There are casting calls,” Cata said. “I checked. And you did that weekend gig at Beach Island over the holidays.”

      Sunny raised her eyebrows. “I dressed in a ratty period costume and sang Christmas carols with high school choir kids.”

      Cata pointed at her. “And you loved it.”

      “The boots were a size too small.” But she forgot all about the pinch in her toes when she sang in front of a live audience and conducted those high school kids.

      Cata squinted one eye. “And yet, that wasn’t the job you walked out of. Have you considered that you sabotage yourself when you hate what you’re doing?”

      “I didn’t hate New York Bomb Squad. It was the best job I’ve ever had.” That’s what her parents would have said. Sunny almost believed it. She poured another glass of wine and topped up Cata’s glass. “And now I have another fantastic opportunity. Maybe if I sell my Mercedes for parts, it’ll be enough to buy a plane ticket.”

      “Don’t you need your car in LA for auditions?”

      “Crap.” Though she’d rather take the bus than borrow one of her parents’ flashy cars and remind everyone she was one of those Lafortunes. The one who wasn’t box-office bank.

      She knew, down to the penny, how little had accumulated in her bank account. “I have enough money saved for the starter, especially if I sweet-talk that guy at the shop. I can get to LA on what’s left of the brakes.”

      Cata’s forehead crinkled. “That doesn’t sound safe.”

      Sunny shrugged. “She’s a tough old girl. She’ll make it.”

      “What about you?”

      She wiped her face blank. “I’ll be okay, too.”

      “Okay? After that flame-up at DN-YAY?”

      Cata’s straight talk called for ice cream. Sunny picked up a spoon, scooped out a giant chunk of double chocolate fudge, and shoved it into her mouth. Lafortunes didn’t talk about feelings. They talked about success. She let the creamy sweetness melt on her tongue.

      “Are you sure it’s not your fear of failure that’s leading to self-sabotage?”

      “What? No! DN-YAY sucks, but New York Bomb Squad was a fantastic career opportunity.”

      “Was it, though?”

      “Of course it was. I’ve wanted to be an actress as long as I can remember.” She waved the spoon. “Quitting DN-YAY took away my last reason for not going back to acting. I’m sure it was my subconscious telling me it’s time.”

      “Now who’s the psychologist, talking about her subconscious?”

      She set down the spoon. “That last call really bothered me. Gabe Armstrong.” She rolled the name around on her tongue. A good name, with weight to it. “His parents lied to him all his life. They never told him he was adopted. He had no idea he had another family. And now he has a chance to meet his siblings, and he turned it down. I always wanted to have siblings.” A brother or sister would have eased the loneliness of growing up as the Lafortunes’ only progeny. She’d cried for weeks when they’d canceled The Brainiac Bunch, as if she’d lost her actual siblings and not her coworkers.

      Cata’s tone was gentle, but her words weren’t. “You can’t project your own desires on other people.”

      “Why wouldn’t he want to meet them?”

      “He must have reasons. And DN-YAY has policies. Procedures. For everyone’s protection. Besides, he could probably find them himself.”

      “But I have the papers that’d make it easy.”

      Cata gasped. “You didn’t.”

      “What?” Sunny gave her an innocent, wide-eyed stare. “I had the papers. It’d have been a waste to leave them at DN-YAY.”

      “So you’re going to find this guy and hand him his relatives’ information? What if his biological family doesn’t want to be found?”

      “They want Gabe to find them. They took those DNA tests and checked the box to make their results public. I bet you anything they know he’s out there and want to reunite.” Just the thought of it filled her heart with warmth. “Besides, he’s local, lives over by Beach Island. I probably passed his place a dozen times while I worked there in December. It’s got to be some kind of destiny for me to help him.”

      “Destiny?” Cata narrowed her eyes. “Why are you the one to say what he needs?”

      “It’s obvious, isn’t it? His parents are dead. And he’s got this whole other family, and all I need to do⁠—”

      “All you need to do? Why is this your problem?”

      “Because he’s lonely. I could hear it in his voice. And I can fix it.”

      Cata pressed her lips into a thin line. “Maybe you should start with your own⁠—”

      “Can I borrow your car tomorrow?” Sunny wasn’t about to let Cata get started on that again.

      Cata flattened her lips. “You can drop me off at school and then take it. But you’ll be safe, right? I mean, you’re the one acting like a stalker, but you don’t know this guy. Just drop the papers in his mailbox and leave.”

      She snorted. “I promise I won’t go inside. I’ll just hand him the papers. Or leave them on his doormat. I need to do this before I go home.”

      “Okay.” Cata reached over and squeezed Sunny’s shoulder. “I’ll miss you.”

      “I’m sorry about the rent. I’ll put up some flyers⁠—”

      “No.” Cata held up a hand. “I don’t need help finding a roommate. I mean, I’ll miss you. My friend.”

      Sunny sniffed and grabbed the TV remote off the coffee table. “Movie?”

      “Sure. What do you want to watch?”

      “Duh. Quitting a job calls for a musical.”

      “No!” Cata knew what was coming.

      “Karaoke-style. So do your vocal exercises or whatever.”

      “You know I can’t sing.”

      “Everyone can sing. The louder the better.”

      Cata stood. “I’ll need a lot more wine for this.”

      “Wine isn’t good for your vocal cords.” Sunny scrolled through the list of musicals.

      “But it’s much better for my inhibitions.”

      Sunny scrolled through the list. All the feelings Cata had stirred up called for bittersweet, angsty power ballads.

      Cata sipped her wine and choked. “No. Not Rent. Too sad.”

      “No, it’s not!” Sunny held the remote high over her head. “It’s about seizing the day. Friends. Family.”

      “Fast-forward through the part when Angel dies.”

      “Deal.”

      “You’re my family now, you know.”

      “I know.” Sunny covered up her sniffle by hitting play.
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