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    For every woman who's ever been told she was too sensitive, too scattered, too much—may you find beauty in your wiring and strength in your softness.

 

 

"To create one's own world takes courage."—Georgia O'Keeffe
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Chapter 1
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Dani was surrounded by music, voices, and laughter, so why did it feel like she was drowning? The noise blurred into a low hum, like a swarm of bees in the distance. Lights, colors, and shifting bodies pressed in, leaving her unsure where to look or what to focus on. It was settings like this that made ADHD feel like a curse.

The scene before her was dazzling. From the arch of balloons over Sonia’s chair, to the panels of her artwork scattered around the room, well-dressed people mingling, and a table covered with enticing appetizers. It was a blowout party that took Dani, Sonia, and Lin weeks to prepare. Lin insisted on calling the event their “Launch Party,” which bothered Dani, because their company, Signature Scent, had launched months ago. This was a celebration of their success, but way past their launch. 

Dani watched Sonia chatting happily to whoever came to her throne. When it came to planning this launch party, Sonia was excited to have so many contacts to invite: boutique owners, fashion designers, event planners, and wedding planners. Dani didn’t know so many people were interested in a perfume company, but people came in droves to celebrate. She meant to reach out, but every time she started to write an invitation, she got stuck on the wording. Next thing she knew, hours had passed, and Dani convinced herself it wasn’t important.

Dani popped another shrimp bite into her mouth, and she surveyed the room. In the opposite corner was Lin, carrying her bright red planner like it was a shield. She invited other people in startup businesses who might enjoy seeing the side of the company she designed – the website. From her animated conversations, Dani could tell Lin was planning the next phase of the company already.

Dani swiped one more shrimp bite, promising herself it was the last, and looked around the room to see if she could spot the few people she had invited. She shook her head. While creating art came easily to her, thinking who this party might interest did not. In the end, she’d only invited three people—her art professors from Williams College—because they were the only ones who ever made her feel like her art had a place in the world. She hadn't seen them yet. The shrimp got stuck in her throat when she swallowed.

Perfume was not what attracted her to working with her friends. If she were honest, she thought perfume was a little frivolous and silly. It was definitely girly and frilly, and Dani considered herself the exact opposite. She didn’t even wear perfume herself, and had no plans to start wearing it. Her mother was appalled when Dani told her this. “Won’t your friends think you are betraying them by not even wearing the perfume you girls make?” But Dani and her friends knew she worked for “Signature Scent” for the friendship, not the fragrance. 

She loved Sonia and Lin. She thought herself luckier than most to not only live with her two best friends, but also have the joy of creating a start-up company with them. They have known each other for over five years now, and they still enjoyed having girls’ nights together.

Dani watched Sonia and Lin mingle easily among their guests, receiving compliments, sharing stories, and relishing the party atmosphere. Their ease and happiness annoyed her. The closer the date of this launch party came, the greater Dani’s unease. What started as a niggling sense of dissatisfaction a few weeks ago grew into what Dani could only describe as aggravation. It’s a friggin’ party! Why the hell am I annoyed?!

Dani heard the doorbell over the sounds of the party. No one else seemed to notice, and Dani sighed in resignation as she traipsed to the front door.

As she pulled the door open, the fresh evening air swirled around her, and the sounds from the street were at last audible over the music and voices that had been drowning them out.

A man stood at the door, a large bouquet held before him like an offering. “I hope I have the right place. Is this the party for “Signature Scent”?

“Sure is. Wanna join us?”

“Oh, no thanks, I’m just delivering these flowers for Danielle.”

Dani raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I’m Dani- well, Danielle is my official name.”

“These beauts are for you. Have a great party.”

A tremor ran through Dani’s hands as she reached out and took the bouquet. It was an enormous bouquet, probably twenty-four blossoms of white, pink, red, and even yellow peonies. This wasn’t peony season, so it must have cost a fortune.

Only her mother, Michelle Garrett Abernathy, would send her a bouquet of peonies. Dani noticed a card nestled between the blooms. She walked to the kitchenette and found a vase to put the flowers in. She dumped the stems on the counter and read the card right away. She could almost hear her mother yelling at her to tend to the flowers first, if she wanted them to survive. Dani waved away the advice and opened the envelope. The card read, “Your artistic talents finally have direction—wishing you all the best on this journey!”

Dani felt anger rise in her chest as she considered the words. Her fists curled into balls, causing the card to crumple under her fingers. So Mama’s happy I found my path, is she? She wasn’t happy when I told her I was leaving my job at the gallery, a sales job. No, when I told her I was leaving to create art, she wasn’t supportive at all. It was when she found out about the perfume company that she got behind me.

Dani’s teeth ground together in frustration. I should just ignore the card, like I ignore most of the messages my mother sends me.

Dani looked out at the crowd of people enjoying the party, completely unaware of her hiding in the kitchenette. She clenched her jaw as anger rose in her chest and turned back to look at the flowers lying on the counter. And where does she get off sending me cut flowers? She knows I hate cut flowers! They’re just dying. Blooms belong in the ground, where they can grow. It didn’t matter how many times Pappy told her that, she still always wanted to bring flowers into the house. My artwork with flowers in it will never die like a cut flower. 

Dani looked back at the note she gripped in her hand. Her nostrils flared as she read it again. My path...? My path feels like one of these cut flowers.

Dani drew a shaky breath and turned away from the counter to search the crowd for the professors again. Any one of them, Professors Park, MacLeod, or Koskinen, would ground her if only she could find them. She searched for Jin Park’s calm gaze, the one that always seemed to look straight through to the marrow of things. For Cat MacLeod’s flame of red curls and no-nonsense stance, her presence is like a shot of espresso in a world of herbal tea. And for Eli Koskinen—solid, serene Eli—who once told her to “let the metal speak,” and somehow made her feel like she could.

They were nowhere to be seen.

Her shoulders sagged, disappointment settling in like a wet tissue. So they hadn’t come. Maybe they hadn’t thought it was worth the trip.

Dani sighed deeply. Now that she had produced a mountain of artwork to be used on the website, on labels and packaging, and on the bottles themselves, she had pretty much worked herself out of a job. They had only used about 15% of what she made, so even if they wanted to change things up, her artistic skills would not be needed for quite some time. She lost entire nights in a blur of color and ideas. Now she had too many pieces, too many directions. Too little purpose.

Dani felt heat building in her chest again. Dani thought about the flurry of energy she had as ideas for artwork came to her. She raced around getting supplies to create every idea that popped into her head for the website. Why was she not as happy and carefree as her friends? Why was she fixating on the mountain of artwork she made and getting upset about it? What sense did that make?

Making art makes me happy. So why does being here make me feel like I’m on the outside looking in? Like I’m wired wrong—too intense, too awkward, too... weird?

Dani’s mouth formed a little circle as she breathed, “Oh.” It hit her all at once—she was out of a job. No wonder she felt unsettled. While Sonia and Lin talked about their future roles, they had carefully avoided mentioning Dani’s. And she let them. Instead, she threw herself into making art right up until yesterday, creating pieces she imagined hanging in this very space. She’d been so deep in the making part, she hadn’t seen the end coming. It wasn’t that she ignored it. She just... hadn’t looked up long enough to see it barreling toward her. But the truth was unavoidable now. She didn’t belong here anymore. She needed a new job. The idea popped the bubble of anger she was in, and Dani felt herself in free fall.

Sonia dreamed up this idea for a perfume company when her dreams of being a fashion designer and fashion PR got sidelined because of her illness, Stargardt disease. Visually impaired people can do MANY things, but designing and sewing fashion was just beyond Sonia’s abilities as her eyesight worsened. She got into the PR work because she volunteered at a fashion show and watched the PR consultant use various forms of tech to make the fashion show possible. Sonia didn’t want to become a fashion designer or work in PR, but she sure tried to make them work. It was her incredible sense of smell and sentimental side that got her into the perfume world.

Lin, being a computer geek and tech wizard, was a natural for a business Sonia wanted to create online. Lin had been working for her brother, grateful for a job, but longing for a way to show what she could do. Building the website and the tech that helped people create their own personal perfume offered her an enormous area to shine.

Dani knew what her mother wanted most from her was to act like a “real Southern lady,” or maybe to “settle down with a quality young man.” Well, she was no lady, had no prospects for a man, and was now jobless too. Dani sagged against the counter, feeling bleak and hopeless. She leaned into her bouquet and inhaled deeply. The scent reminded her of her grandfather, who loved peonies and would shake his head at her for not taking proper care of the beautiful ones her mother sent her.

She glanced at the note she crumpled in anger, and jammed it into her pocket. Dani knew she had to pull herself together. She got a vase from the cabinet where several were hiding. She filled the vase with water and then searched for a knife or scissors to cut the stems. After cutting all the stems on the bias, she placed the flowers back into the vase and then carried the vase to the table that held the appetizers. She shoved the plates around to make room for her bouquet and grabbed three more shrimp bites. Dani muttered to herself, “Starve a cold, feed a fever, and bury unhappiness in a mountain of food.”

As Dani reached across the table to scoop up a handful of nuts, Lin appeared behind her.

“That bouquet is gorgeous! Aren’t you lucky?  Someone must be very proud of you. Come, let me introduce you to someone they want to meet, our artist in residence.”

Dani did her best to plaster a smile on her face as she turned to look at one of her partners and best friends. Lin's cheeks were a little flushed, her eyes were sparkling, and the smile on her mouth stretched ear to ear.

“I’d be glad to meet some admirers.”

Lin tucked her red planner under one arm and grabbed her by the hand, and pulled her in the direction of some art she had made just this week. None of the people looking at her piece looked familiar.

Sonia wasn’t mingling the way her partners were. They decided to set her up in a comfy chair, which Dani jokingly referred to as her “throne.” Sonia didn’t want to have to try to maneuver around all the people and the displays they set up for the party. So, she sat on her pedestal and let the people come to her. There was a crowd around her who wanted a chance to speak to her. She, too, had rosy cheeks. Dani saw she was enjoying all the attention from the smile that never left her face. There was a high table beside her that held a plate of food and a champagne flute, both untouched.

Dani straightened her shoulders and braced herself for the words of congratulations she knew would be coming. A lead weight settled into her stomach. “Must be chipper, must be chipper,” she whispered through gritted teeth as she followed Lin across the room.

“Hey y’all! I hear you’ve been looking for me. Well, here I am. But go easy on me.” Dani forced a laugh and tossed her head, making her short blond curls bounce out of her eyes. Lin darted away to talk with her tech friends again, leaving Dani alone to face the strangers who had questions about her artwork.

Like Sonia, Lin had a large guest list of people she wanted to invite to the launch party. She invited former professors, classmates, and people she met in the tech world who came to admire the website she built from scratch. Dani watched Lin talk with great animation about how tricky it was to put together the tech that allowed people to choose the scents they wanted to receive in their sample pack. She and Sonia spent weeks designing a system that would exclude some scents based on their choices, so whatever customers chose would go well together with the other fragrances they selected. 

The stranger turned away from the art panel he was studying and asked Dani, "So you must be an expert at perfume by now. Why do people pick only three scents to build their personalized perfume?"

Great, I only know half of the answer. Dani pulled her mouth into what she hoped was a pleasant smile. "Perfume has three parts: top notes, heart notes, and base notes. If you want to know more about the scent combinations, you'll have to ask Sonia. She is the scent expert."

Dani listened half-heartedly as worry nibbled at her over her impending unemployment. What am I even supposed to do next? A real job? A creative job? A mix of both? The thought swirled, unsettling and unformed.

“I’ve got to say something to my partners.” Dani hurried off. She glanced at her two friends, both having the time of their lives, and walked into the crowd of strangers, hoping to avoid running into anyone else who wanted to talk.

As Dani wandered around the room, she looked at her artwork with a curious eye. Could Lin help me turn this into some kind of resume? Lin knew corners of the tech world and the internet that Dani didn’t. She mentioned a site where professionals connected—was that something artists used to? Maybe she needed a webpage. Maybe she needed something – a direction, a plan, anything. Dani admired pieces she poured her heart into, ranking them in her head. Would anyone take this seriously? No one looks at a hodgepodge of paintings and calls it a career. Who am I kidding? Mama’s right, I need a real job. If she looked busy, maybe no one would notice how lost she felt.
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As usual, Dani awoke to find herself tangled in her bedsheets. She struggled to find a way free from them, hampered by the thick wall of sleep. She stuck a foot out to locate her slippers, but one was missing, so she stomped to the kitchen in bare feet.

Sonia and Lin were both seated at the breakfast bar, eating leftover canapes from the party and drinking coffee. Sonia sat in the end spot; it was easier for her with her limited eyesight. Lin took the middle seat, and the seat next to the window was open for Dani.

Coffee. Must have liquid energy.

Dani rattled around in the cupboard where her mugs were stored. She grasped the mug that read “Crabby until I get my coffee,” with a picture of a large red crab under the text.

Dani slammed her cup down near the coffee pot and filled her cup with black coffee, then walked with only one eye cracked open to her spot at the end of the breakfast bar. “Pass me something.”

Dani closed her eyes and took a drink. The liquid burned her tongue, but she sighed as she set the mug on the counter. Lin pushed a plate in front of her that held three shrimp bites. Miracle of miracles! How did they have any of these shrimp things left over from the party?

“Black coffee this morning? You must be tired.” Lin said.

“We are all tired after the huge success of our launch party,” Sonia said.

Dani ignored them both and shoved a whole shrimp bite into her mouth. She chewed for a long time, then lifted her coffee to her mouth, this time blowing before taking a swallow.

Lin said, “You were a queen last night, Sonia. Everyone was lined up to ask for a partnership deal with you. The idea to have partnerships with other local businesses was a stroke of genius.”

“I just thought about the way Lawrence networked with other businesses and thought, why can’t we do that too?” Sonia replied.

“But all those designers who wanted to work with you? That was amazing! Everyone was fluttering around you like bees to nectar.”

Dani’s knuckles turned white as she tightened her grip on her coffee cup.

“It means more work for you, though, to create our networking links on our website,” Sonia said.

“It’s a challenge I look forward to.”

Dani sighed as her friends talked about new work that she knew wouldn’t involve her in any way. She was being left behind because she wasn’t needed. The uneasiness that built in her chest at the party now felt like a ton of cement inside her. Why are they so damn cheerful and upbeat this morning?

“Are you still hungry? Do you need a refill for your plate?” Lin asked.

Dani pried both eyes open and looked with surprise at her empty plate. How did that happen? I don’t even remember eating. Let’s keep feeding that dejection. “Pile it on,” and she shoved her plate toward Lin.

Dani closed her eyes again and listened to Lin stabbing food from the serving tray in front of her and sliding it onto her plate. Lin slid it back, and Dani ventured a peek at it. A deviled egg, a lemon bar, and four meatballs sat in front of her. She dug in without a word.

Dani ignored her friends' chattering about the fabulous party, their fabulous contacts, their fabulous marketing ideas, and the fabulous success of the launch of Signature Scent. She heard their perky voices chattering on, grating against her throbbing head. Their voices were soon drowned out by the thoughts that filled her head. I really like the pieces I created at the last minute. Somehow, I seem to do my best work when I feel under pressure. I guess I have always been a “last-minute,” fly by the seat of my pants kind of gal.

The deviled egg she was about to eat hung suspended in the air. 

Seat of my pants... clothing... I wonder if any of those designer friends of Sonia’s need artwork for their own brand? I mean, some of those silk panels I painted at the last minute were pretty inspired. Maybe one of those designers needs an accessory line. I could do jewelry and handbags. Or wait? Would they want to make their own? Why would they want something I had made? I would just mess it up, anyhow. 

Her thoughts were interrupted by Lin saying her name repeatedly. She opened one eye to peek at Lin and saw her watching, caution written all over her face. After Dani drained the last of the coffee from her cup, Lin said, “May we speak to you now, your royal crabbiness?”

Dani glared at her, but replied, “If you must.”

Dani got up to fetch another cup of coffee. She needed more caffeine to be able to withstand whatever it was they were about to throw at her.

“I don’t see your beautiful bouquet anywhere. Is it in your room?” Lin asked.

The melancholy haze was blown away by anger flaring in her chest. Dani shook her head. “Left it at the place.”

“Why would you leave them there? Even if you don't like cut flowers, peonies are your favorite,” Sonia said.

Dani snorted before answering. “I don’t need the hassle. They’ll die soon anyhow.” She returned to her seat.

“Was it from your mom and dad?” Lin asked.

“My mom. She was congratulating me on ‘finding my path’.” Dani waggled her fingers, making air quotes as she said this. Sadness swept over her, thinking that her path had come undone last night. Now Dani was sad, mad, and annoyed all at once.

“Sonia, let me ask you a question. How exactly did you do this? How did you make your dream come true?” Dani asked.

Sonia raised her eyebrows at the question. “Well, you were there. This idea hit me like a bolt of lightning, and I just knew in my gut it was my passion. I mean, I had a few false starts and had to find my way through going blind. I just had to think about my talents and listen to my heart. And both of you helped to make this possible. I hope this is your dream, too?”

“You think this is my ‘path’? Like my mom does? She only approves because it’s ‘respectable.’ Don’t get me wrong, making all the art really saved me. But let’s be honest, I’m done with the company, aren’t I?”

“What are you talking about? You are a founder! You always will be.” Lin said.

“Yeah, but that’s behind me. I don’t belong in the company anymore. I can’t contribute anything now that my part is over. I had a burst of creative energy to make lots of art for our party, but now all that can be filed for later use. I’m done,” Dani said.

“Hey, we are starting to reap the rewards from all the hard work. You’re not out.” Lin said.

“I’m not a part of the team anymore, don’t you see? Once again, I get to the point where I think I have found where I belong, only to have it evaporate.”

Dani pushed her plate and coffee cup back and let her head drop to the counter.

“I was starting to feel like I was losing my mind when I was peddling other people’s art. I came alive when I was creating art for Signature Scent. It was like a lifeline. But last night I got thrown out of the boat again, and I have to search for another lifeline. Again.”

Lin put an arm around Dani. “No one is throwing you overboard. We’ll figure something out.”

Dani moaned. “You don’t get it. No one understands.”

Sonia put a hand on Dani’s arm. “Having to find a new path is scary. And it can feel like you are doing it all alone. But remember, we are here for you.”

Lin pushed her chair back with a scrape and walked to Dani’s chair, placing her hands on Dani’s shoulders. “It can’t be easy knowing that your own family doesn’t really support what you are doing.”

Dani squirmed with discomfort. “Every time I think I’ve found where I belong, it’s like I get tossed overboard and left to drift until I can find something else to hold onto.”

Lin and Sonia looked at Dani with concern.

“What are you talking about? No one is throwing you overboard,” Lin said.

Dani shook her head. “It’s just a post-celebration let-down. I’ll be fine.”

Dani gathered up her plate and cup, took them to the sink, and then walked out of the kitchen. As she crossed the hall toward her bedroom, she was mentally kicking herself. What are you talking about? You’ve just got to accept that you aren’t the artist you thought you were and get over it.

Dani collapsed on her bed and curled up into a ball. They don’t seem to think I have any reason to worry. Maybe I’m being overly dramatic. Mama always said I was. There was a gentle knocking at her bedroom door. 

“C’mon in.”

“Dani,” Lin said, “I don’t understand what’s going on?” She walked closer to Dani and sat on the edge of her bed.

Before Dani could respond, Sonia knocked and entered the room as well. “What is it? I thought last night you were having a great time.”

Dani sat up and moved over, and her friends joined her on her bed. It felt good to feel her two friends shoulder to shoulder with her.

“Last night,” Dani began, “I didn’t want to rain on your parade. You two were clearly loving every minute of the party. And you should have, you did so much to make your dream come true. But now, I don’t know. I can see I don’t belong anymore. I’m sort of worthless and dead weight.”

“What? Where is this coming from?” Sonia asked. “You seemed happy to be at the party until those flowers arrived and then, boom, you were sulky and withdrawn.”

“I was not sulky and withdrawn.”

“Well, you’re being sulky and withdrawn now,” Lin said.

“If I were a really good artist, I’d be having my shows and being featured in galleries. But as it is, I am back to square one. No shows, no galleries, nothing to show for myself.”

Lin blinked at her. “Your name is on all the artwork on our website. I make sure to let everyone know you made the art for the bottles and every webpage. Your name is everywhere. Isn’t that better than a gallery?”

Dani flopped back, flinging both arms out above her head, “It's not the same.”

Sonia cleared her throat. “I think I get it. You are scared and a little depressed.”

Dani sat up quickly, “Depressed? NO! That’s...that’s not it at all. Lin, look at what a great success last night was. We had hundreds of people show up! The fashion world is talking about us! I’ve never been in the fashion world, but my art is out there. Who could be depressed about that?”

Lin and Sonia sat for a moment listening to the gathering silence. Sonia bit her lip, and Lin ran her fingers through her hair.

Lin stood up and said, “Tell you what. I’m going to clean up in the kitchen and start to make a tasty Miso soup. You’d like that, right, Dani?”

“You know I love your Miso soup.”

Lin nodded and slipped out of the room.

“So, you’re left to handle me, huh?” Dani asked.

A sad whisper of a smile came to Sonia’s lips. “No one is going to handle you, Dani. We’re just worried about you.”

Dani swallowed down the lump in her throat. “Look, Sonia, I think I owe you an apology. I didn’t mean to, you know, rain on your parade last night.”

Sonia shook her head, “You don’t need to apologize. You didn’t rain on any parade.”

Maybe last night was perfect—until I opened my mouth. Maybe Sonia and Lin had been riding the high of their success, only for me to stomp all over it with my mood. The thought made her stomach twist. Did they regret celebrating with her?

“No, but I mean, you and Lin were so happy last night, and you must still be happy about everything today. And here I am, like, not being happy enough, and it’s kind of ruining your happiness.”

Sonia frowned. 

The muscle under Dani’s right eye twitched. Will Sonia see the twitch? What am I talking about? She’s legally blind! 

Sonia perched on the bed, her hands neatly folded in her lap, and cocked her head to the left.

“Something is bothering you about those flowers. Tell me about it.”

“What’s to tell? They are ridiculously expensive; they will fade and die fast, and it was too much of a hassle to lug them home last night. End of story.”

Sonia chewed at her bottom lip as she squinted at Dani.

“Lin’s right, you know. You have been sulky and withdrawn. I know you like peonies, but you really got upset when you got some last night. What’s going on?”

Dani’s shoulders drooped. “I don’t want to rain on your parade.”

Sonia put her hand on Dani’s shoulder. “You said that already, and you’re not. Dani, you can tell me.”

The fluttering under her eye increased. She pressed her fingers against the muscle to make it stop.

“How could I be upset about anything? We just launched a great company. And we did it together! We had lots of people show up to our launch last night, and the party was a big success.”

Sonia squeezed Dani’s shoulder. “It was a success, and I sense a 'but' from you.”

“How can I feel this way with all this good stuff? And how can I feel this way with how happy the two of you are? I feel like this, this funk I’m in is betraying your happiness.”

Sonia pulled Dani into a hug.

“Hey, you feel whatever you feel. It won’t take away what we feel. I’m worried you might be depressed.”

The muscle under Dani’s eye spasmed again. She pressed her fingers against it, trying to will it still. Focus, focus. Sonia’s words all blurred together. Something about feelings. About last night. Dani’s heartbeat was too loud in her ears.

“I didn’t say anything about being depressed. No, that can’t be it. Our company is off to a great start. It wouldn’t make sense to be depressed.”

“Dani, you are clearly worried and upset about something. You know, when I was feeling upset about how I was losing my eyesight, I talked to a counselor. That really helped me. Let me give you her card, and you can make an appointment. I bet you’ll feel better after you talk to her.”

Dani slumped forward and rested her arms on her thighs.

“Just make an appointment and talk to her. See how things go after that.”

Dani looked at herself, slovenly and grumpy, moping about because she wasn’t as happy as she wanted to be. Is this actually a problem, or am I just being overdramatic?

“I don’t know if this is a therapist-worthy problem,” Dani said.

Sonia shook her head. “Just give it one session. Don’t think of it as a problem that is too small to see a therapist, think of it as a situation where fresh eyes will help you make better choices.”

Dani didn’t like how Sonia’s words seemed to make sense. I don’t think I should go because I am not the therapy type. But Sonia felt like it helped her, and I trust her advice.

Dani sighed. “Ok, one session to see how it goes.”

One session. That’s not a big deal. But if I go, does that mean I have a real problem? What if the therapist thinks I’m wasting her time? What if it’s pointless? But Sonia swore it helped her...ugh.

Sonia disappeared down the hall for a few minutes, and when she reappeared, she held out a business card. She smiled as Dani reluctantly took the card from her.

Sonia left Dani’s room without a sound. Dani flopped back again. I’m being abandoned because I’ve burst their bubble. Who would want to be around a party pooper? They’re tired of me. They’ve had enough. I ruin things for everyone.

Dani held the card up to her face. Abby Mathews. Therapist. 

Dani got up with a sigh and walked to her desk. She pulled out a sheet of paper. I might as well start thinking about my resume.

Dani wrote “Skills” at the top of the page. She added three bullet points below it and then sat back in her chair with a dramatic sigh. She pushed back her chair, stood, and began to pace. What can I list as my skills? She took three quick steps back to her desk and sat down.


	Drawing

	Painting

	Metal sculpture



Dani looked at the list and crossed out drawing and painting. I just started doing those. I did drawing and painting for the website, but I don’t think I can list them as skills, can I? I did make sketches before I made my metal sculptures, so maybe I can list drawing?

Dani traced over the word, drawing several times to make it darker than the line she had drawn through it. She cocked her head and looked at the word again. Maybe I need more practice before I can call it a skill. Nothing is stopping me from practicing right now.

She pulled open a desk drawer and dumped her colored pencils on her desk. She picked out a pencil and began drawing a curved line in a soft pink color. I wonder what this will turn into. Dani continued sketching, chewing on her lip as she added shapes and shading to her initial curve. While she concentrated on drawing, she enjoyed the quiet of her mind. She felt herself pulled into the drawing, walling herself off from the outside world.

At last, Dani put her pencils down and looked at her drawing. It was a bouquet of peonies, in soft shades of pink, white, and yellow. Damn, it’s the bouquet I got last night! She grabbed the page and crumpled it up. She threw the wad of paper like a grenade, dangerous and incendiary.

Damn my mother and those damn cut flowers. 

Dani pushed back from her desk and stalked over to her bed. She flopped belly-first on her pile of pillows and sheets. Dani grabbed one pillow and pulled it over her head. I’ll just stay here for the rest of my life.
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Chapter 3
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“Sounds like art is incredibly, powerfully important to you, and more of a status symbol for the rest of your family,” Abby said.

Dani looked around the room again. It wasn’t what she expected for a therapist’s office. Not that she had been in a therapist’s office before. It was bright and cheerful, filled with plants and a gallery of paintings on the wall opposite the door. Two chairs faced one another beneath the gallery, with a side table holding a box of tissues between them. Each chair had a large, buttery yellow pillow nestled against the armrest.

“I like your artwork. It’s an interesting collection.”

Abby had short, dark, straight hair and a wide smile. Her eyeglasses had bright red frames, and long green-and-yellow beaded earrings hung from her ears.

“Hmm, what makes it interesting?”

Dani stood and walked to the wall covered in paintings. “Well, there’s nothing here that’s pretentious or meant to impress. It’s all original work, not prints or reproductions. And the paintings are in a wide variety of styles. The diversity shown together like this makes for an interesting composition.”

Abby’s eyebrows rose to peer over the red frames of her glasses. “That sounds like high praise.”

Dani gave her a crooked smile and sat in the empty chair. “I’m no art critic, but I was an art major.”

Abby nodded. “That explains why art is important to you.”

Dani scratched her head vigorously. “Uh, kind of. I guess it makes me the family black sheep. I march to a different drummer.” I’m the family weirdo.

“It’s challenging to feel alienated from your own family.”

“Not really. I mean, I don’t even want to be like them.”

Abby nodded and pursed her lips at Dani’s comment.

“Your art teachers and mentors must have a special significance to you, then.”

“My art teachers have been a bit... disappointing.”

Abby nodded again, making Dani think of bobbleheads, which made her crack a smile. 

“Tell me about the disappointment.”

Dani looked down at her hands resting in her lap. There was still a splotch of paint on the back of her right hand, her nail beds stained a dirty, unappealing brown. Her skin was dry, rough, and even cracked from how hard she used her hands in the making of her art. She glanced over at Abby’s hands, which rested casually on either armrest. Her nails were short and covered in a glossy orange polish—Dani’s favorite color.

This was not anything like she expected. The artwork on the walls was full of life and energy, and Abby herself was a picture of sunny happiness. Her nails are orange, for heaven’s sake. Are therapists even allowed to have orange nails?

“They just weren’t... what I expected. I guess.”

I thought I was close to them in college. But when I needed them, they didn't show up.

“Some people come into our lives for a reason, some for a season, and some for the long term. Ever heard of that?”

Dani shook her head.

Abby continued, “Many of us think the people who come into our lives will be permanent fixtures, when maybe they are only meant to be in our lives for one particular reason or only a season.”

“How do you know the difference?”

Abby leaned forward. “That is an excellent question. It takes reflection and self-knowledge. You have to learn how to ask yourself the question before you can find the answer.”

Abby leaned back and took a deep breath. “I can see we’ve come to the end of our time together. I’d like you to do something before our next meeting.”

“You mean like homework?”

Abby smiled. “I suppose you could call it that. But it’s just for you—I won’t look at it at all. It’s more self-work than homework.”

Dani frowned, her eyebrows drawing together. Isn’t coming here work enough?

“I’d like you to make a list of things that make you happy and make another list of your goals.”

“And then?”

Abby laughed. “That’s it. Just clarify for yourself what makes you happy and what your goals are. That will help us really uncover what has you so unhappy. Let’s take a look at the calendar and set an appointment for, say, two weeks?”

Dani stood. “I suppose.”

As Dani followed Abby to the door, her gaze lingered on the orange nails once more. She didn’t know if Abby could help, or if she even wanted help.

But she was surprised to find a tiny part of her—buried somewhere beneath the layers of disappointment and calluses—hoping Abby could.

She didn’t know what she’d write on those lists.

Maybe under things that make me happy, she’d start with: orange nail polish and people who don’t talk like bobbleheads.
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Chapter 4
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Dani was surprised to find Sonia and Lin on the sofa with their Saturday morning cups of coffee and donuts.

"Not sitting at the breakfast bar?" Dani asked as she plopped down on the sofa with them.

"Lin wanted to hang out on the sofa," Sonia said.

Dani grabbed a donut and held it between her teeth while she walked back into the kitchen to get a mug of coffee for herself. She grabbed her mug that showed Vincent van Gogh’s self-portrait holding a coffee mug with the words “Until I’ve had my coffee, Gogh away.” Dani ate the remainder of the donut while she fixed her cup of coffee, then returned to the sofa.

“I think our partnership with that new boutique brought in more customers than we expected,” Sonia commented.

“It’s great to be able to use your contacts from your time at Lawrence Fashions,” Lin said.

Dani did her best to tune them out. I’m in a new phase of life. Their voices blurred into the background as Dani stared into her cup of coffee. She wasn't in the mood to hear about boutiques or contacts.

When Dani had finally drunk half of her mug, she put it down and reached for another donut.

Dani’s phone rang, and before even checking the screen, a surge of anxiety hit. Did she forget something? Miss an appointment? She grabbed it hesitantly, half-expecting bad news. “Hello?”

“Dani, it’s me, Barbie.”

It was her cousin Barbie on the phone, daughter of her mother’s sister, which surprised her because they hadn’t spoken since she was in high school. The relief she felt hearing a familiar voice was quickly replaced by a chaotic stream of thoughts. Wow, Barbie. It’s been forever. Wait, did I even respond to her last text? Did she text me? Was that someone else?

“Barbie! I haven’t heard from you for a while. How are you?”

“Good. Your mother gave me your number so I could call you. Let me ask you a question.”

Okay, so she didn't text me before. I wonder who I forgot to text back?

“Sure.”

Dani sat back on the sofa and took a quick sip of her coffee.

“Have you ever gotten your DNA examined? My father gave me a book about coats of arms and a subscription to Ancestry.com. I’ve been using the information to build a family tree for all of us cousins, including the coat of arms. Well, I stumbled onto some interesting things. Looks like we have an actual horse thief in our family!”

Dani coughed. This was the kind of news that would mean disaster for her family; they valued how they were perceived above everything else. Not that it was a real disaster, but they would treat it like the end of the world. “Is that so? How’s Grandma taking it?”

“Grandma’s better than I thought, but your mama and my mama are having kittens.”

Dani nodded her head, imagining her mother turning crimson over the thought of such a villain in her family tree.

“I bet they are.”

“So, I was wondering if you would be willing to take a DNA test too? You can learn more about your daddy's side of your family that way.”

Dani chewed the inside of her cheek. She should probably think this through—who knew what kind of can of worms this might open? But the thrill of a potential scandal and the chance to ruffle her mother’s feathers won out. “Sure, sounds like fun,” she said, already certain she’d put off mailing the test for weeks.

“I knew I could count on you. Our cousins Roger and Azalia are getting their knickers in a twist and won’t play along.”

Dani laughed, then adopted a strong Southern drawl, “They are proper Southerners, of course. Their sensibilities would be offended to have their heritage besmirched.”

Barbie laughed. “How right you are. I’ve got a coupon code I’ll text to you. It’s a super easy test, just spit in a tube and mail it off.”

“I’ll let you know when I get the results,” Dani said.

“Great. It was great to talk to you. Don’t be a stranger.”

“Good to talk to you, too. Bye.”

“Bye.”

Dani set her phone down. She hadn’t thought about Barbie for years. Barbie decided to head to Philadelphia only two years after Dani moved here to go to college. Barbie picked a college for women, which was the only reason her parents let her attend. They figured if she didn’t meet a Yankee man, so wouldn’t stay up north. From what she heard, Barbie didn’t finish college and sure didn’t move back to South Carolina.

I wonder what I’ll find out about myself. Maybe I’ll figure out why I’m the black sheep of the family. Shoot, a blood test won’t tell me that. I hope Barbie and I can dig up some more dirt, and I can really get under my mom’s skin with it. Wouldn’t that be a hoot!

Dani laughed aloud, which puzzled Lin and Sonia.

“What’s so funny?” Lin asked.

“That was my cousin calling. She found out we have an actual horse thief as an ancestor, and our moms are really upset. She’s been trying to get other cousins to do a DNA test, but they aren’t playing nice. I’m glad to help out, and I hope I find something juicy.”

Dani leaned back and cradled her cup of coffee, trying to imagine what she might discover that would get her mother worked up.

I have plantation owners in my family tree. Wonder if one of them had a tussle in the sheets with a slave that will show up in my DNA? What else would make for a great scandal? Oh, Jewish ancestry would get mom’s knickers in a twist. Dani winced a little at the thought, but that didn’t stop the idea from stirring some wicked satisfaction.

Dani chuckled as she continued to drink her coffee, not paying any attention to her roommates. Maybe being the black sheep wasn’t about blood after all. Maybe it was just seeing the dirt and laughing anyway.

––––––––
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DANI SAT IN THE CHAIR across from Abby, hugging her bag to her chest protectively. She had tucked her journal inside before she left, knowing she had written her lists in it. But as she sat here now, she hesitated to share it. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

"That breath sounds like there’s a story behind it," Abby said with a kind smile.

Dani glanced up at Abby, whose kind eyes were on her. Abby sat serenely in her chair, as if she had all the time in the world to hear Dani’s measly lists—and not a time limit that had already been ticking away for several minutes.

"It’s the homework assignment you gave me," Dani said. She held the zipper pull on the bag in her right hand and was pulling it back and forth. She enjoyed the way the zipper glided—smooth, yet she could still feel the teeth meshing and separating with each motion. "I spent twenty minutes just trying to decide what to use to write my list on. I could use a journal, a plain legal pad, or even my laptop. And don’t get me started on what to use once I pick the journal! The pen-versus-pencil debate was epic."

"Perfectionism likes to disguise itself as productivity," Abby said, a soft humor in her tone.

Dani huffed a little laugh. "More like indecision in a fancy hat."

Abby tilted her head. "What did you end up choosing?"

Dani pulled the zipper tab one final time and drew out the journal. It had a pink peony cover that glittered with feminine energy.

"My grandmother gave it to me. Because I do like peonies. But all this pink? Not for me. Glitter? Ugh. It’s aggressively girly. I was about to toss the journal aside, but something felt right, you know? If this journal made me that uncomfortable—and your assignment made me uncomfortable—maybe they just went together?"

Abby nodded. "That's a very Dani way of looking at it. What happened when you started writing?"

Dani opened the journal and turned it around to show Abby. The left-hand page had the heading What Makes Me Happy, and the right side read My Goals.

Dani turned it back around to look at it. "I stared at the blank page for a long time. The pen that took forever to choose ended up getting chewed up pretty badly. I got distracted by the plaster job on the ceiling. Then I decided what I really needed was a cup of coffee."

Abby smiled. "Avoidance with a side of caffeine. Classic."

Dani glanced at Abby. There was a smile on her face—Abby looked like she was genuinely enjoying listening to Dani talk about not getting the assignment done. No frowns. No disappointment.
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