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      For Emmy

      

      You are the best cheerleader

      

      always
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      Not all moments in life are created equal.

      There’s that moment when you’re standing on the dance floor and all eyes are on you—your makeup is perfect, your heart is pounding, and you fit into the dress that hung in your closet for six months waiting for you to lose that last ten pounds.

      You command the attention of everyone in the room.

      All the girls hate you.

      All the boys want you.

      And maybe a few of the boys hate you and a few of the girls want you, but you get the point.

      That moment is not at all the same as the moments you spend lying in bed, your covers up to your chin, binge-watching every season of Grey’s Anatomy for the third time, a half-eaten container of Ben and Jerry’s melting on your nightstand.

      Unfortunately, the moment in which I met Fancy Guy was not a dance-floor moment. It was more of a binge-watching-Grey’s kind of moment. The kind of moment that stretches out and drapes itself over everything rudely. The kind of moment you wish could last forever without anyone discovering it existed.

      That’s when Fancy Guy came into my life.

      In other words, it was a Low Point. In my defense, things for me had not been going well. I should have dusted myself off and ended the pity party, but in those long, never-ending moments, you know what you need, but you don’t know how to get there. Otherwise, you would get there.

      Duh.

      But that’s why I was wearing an old t-shirt of Will’s and boxers with Transformers on them, and that’s why my hair was rucked up in the back, and that’s why I had a Cheerio stuck to my cheek the first time Fancy Guy ever set eyes on me.

      We weren’t off to the best start.

      Actually, he must have thought I was insane.

      He wasn’t entirely wrong.
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      The first week of second grade, I found a broken digital camera in a box of discarded junk when I went with Dad to the dump. Mom and Dad never cared what we did with garbage as long as it didn’t smell, so I stuck it in my pocket. While I was supposed to be doing research for a history paper at school, I googled how to fix cameras that turn on and then shut right back off again. I found a blog post that explained what was wrong.

      Once I got home, it only took me twenty minutes to fix it.

      I’ve been jonesing for that same feeling ever since. Taking something that was discarded and fixing it up so that people can use it is the best kind of high. There are very few joys in the world like turning garbage into treasure.

      Since then, I’ve repaired bikes, televisions, and shoes. I’ve replaced buckles on purses and made them look brand new. . .or close, anyway. I learned to patch tires until they work like new ones, although the guy at the tire shop fired me after three weeks for selling too many used tires. Apparently the new ones have a higher profit margin. People throw away a lot of things in this world that could be saved, if there weren’t economic reasons to trash them.

      I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when my friends started calling me ‘garbage guy.’ But when the people who disliked me picked it up, it became something I couldn’t get rid of, not even in high school or college.

      It didn’t help that my Dad bought a landfill.

      His entire family always found it absolutely hilarious that, with the last name of Fansee, he ran a landfill. But early this year, the city bought the land—for an obscene amount—and now he’s relocated his business to somewhere far cheaper. The upshot for me is that, after a decade and a half of being mocked for a combination of my own proclivities, my surname, and my dad’s occupation, I finally have a plan.

      Because Dad split the profits above the cost of his new landfill between my sister and me.

      I decided to use my share of the after-tax windfall—all two point five million of it—to start a new business. My one criterion was that it had to have nothing to do with trash. After a lot of poking around, a few online tests, and some chats with friends, I decided to invest in an inn. Since I live in Scarsdale, New York, real estate isn’t cheap, but it’s a solid investment. Even if my plans go south, I can probably sell whatever I buy and get most of my money back. I’m looking for a property that can earn me a decent income that will also appreciate over time, like my dad’s landfill. . .only less embarrassing.

      I’ve spent the entire morning with my high school pal, checking out small inns that are in various stages of disrepair. My brain processes numbers easily, but I’m still struggling because of the number of properties we’ve seen. “Are we almost done? Because I can’t remember if the one with the broken windows was near the bank, or whether that was the one with the dead frog.”

      Bernie looks up at the sky as if begging for patience. “The one with the dead frog? Really? That hotel had marble floors, a totally refurbished kitchen, and it was within walking distance of the train station.”

      “Sure, sure,” I say. “Remind me why it wasn’t a slam dunk?”

      “It has that pending lawsuit, and it’s only twenty rooms, which makes it a real risk for the price.”

      It’s been three days of nonstop appointments. I thought it would be fun searching for the perfect inn. But the big difference between hotels and inns, I’ve discovered, is that hotels are generally larger, and inns are often independently owned. Also, they capitalize on being unique. Only, none of the places we’ve seen really stood out as unique to me. Actually, they were all so similar that I’m left identifying them by their location and the dead critters we saw inside.

      “What about that one with the lizard skeleton dangling from the office window?” That one was a screaming deal, for somewhat obvious reasons, but neglect I can handle. In fact, it’s sort of in my wheelhouse. My budget is quite modest for an inn around this area, and that means my best bet is to find a fixer upper.

      “I called on it,” Bernie says. “It’s under contract.”

      I sigh. “You still think. . .”

      “That you’re going to need a partner?” My old friend snorts. “Of course I do. I did mention that I’d be happy to invest.”

      I could save paying him his cut if he was a partner, which would be nice, but he’s also got quite a bit of money saved. The problem is that Bernie’s pushy to the point of being almost overbearing. It annoyed me with school projects. I feel like we might kill each other if we went in together on a business deal.

      “Or if not me, you know that⁠—”

      “Don’t say Bentley,” I say.

      I already know he’s thinking it. Bernie, Bentley, and I have been best friends since kindergarten. I had the only normal name, Dave. And our teacher called us ‘two Bs and a D.’  She thought it was clever. By first grade, the teacher was calling us the three peas in a pod.

      They were right about one thing. We were always together.

      We still talk all the time and hang out regularly, but as hard as it would be to partner with Bernie, I’m pretty sure Bentley would be even worse. He was always the one of us with loads of money, and that gap has only widened with time. I mean, his name kind of says it all. No normal parents would name their kid Bentley. He’s old money, he’s an intellectual, and he’s also stupidly muscular. The only reason I can handle him at all is that he’s also a genuinely kind person.

      Usually.

      But if Bernie’s pushy, Bentley’s the opposite. He never has to be pushy, because he’s always right.

      My sister Danika told me I should just hand my money over to him and ask him to invest it. She’s not wrong. That would be my best play, hands down, but I want to do something with it myself. No one wants to be a sidekick, right? I mean, not in their own life.

      “Remind me again why we’re looking at this one.” I scrunch up my nose against the blinding rays of the early morning sun, most of my enthusiasm gone now that we’re on our fourth day of looking. The old house is elegant, and the lot it sits on is enormous, especially for this area. But it needs a new roof ASAP, as well as a new coat of paint, and that’s probably just the beginning. “Our first order of business would be to tear out the enormous and overgrown garden, and that alone feels like a lot of work.” If it were well-maintained, maybe, but we’ve seen places that were bigger and they were in better locations to boot.

      We’ve definitely seen plenty of places that had more rooms. “How many rooms did you say you thought we could get out of it?”

      Mostly we’ve looked at functioning inns. This one’s a house we’d have to convert into an inn. More work. More repairs.

      More hassle.

      No thanks.

      “Dave.” Bernie sighs. “This is the one I was telling you about last night. It just came back on the market.”

      I blink, reevaluating. “Wait, you mean the one Audrey Colburn’s daughter owns?”

      “The one Audrey Colburn lived in her entire married life. The one her granddaughter now owns.”

      “You think that would still be a draw? I mean, I’ve heard the name, sure, but she was a star back when movies were black and white, right?”

      Bernie sighs. “You’re so uncultured, and no. Her movies were in color.”

      “Either way, the number of people who know who she is must be dwindling, right?”

      Bernie looks like it’s a real imposition to have me as a friend. “It’s not about how many people remember her—look. Didn’t you say you wanted to change your image?”

      I run my hand across my face. “It’s not like it’s my top priority, though. I mean, I’m sick of being called the garbage guy, but⁠—”

      “Nothing says classy like Audrey Colburn. Okay?”

      “Fine, but we still evaluate this one with the same criterion as all the others. Total doors matters. We look at likely profit relative to the total cost.”

      Bernie unlocks the door, and I prepare myself to be impartial. Nothing I see inside will sway me one way or another. I’ll tally up the costs and the possible profits, just like I always do, and I’ll assign some kind of value to the reputation that comes along with the house and that will be it. I mean, I don’t want my future kids to be mocked for having the last name of Fansee and a dad who owns a trash company, but it’s not as if that’s all that matters.

      I have to be able to earn a living, too.

      The front door creaks as it opens, which doesn’t seem promising, but as we walk into a very large, very spacious entryway, I can’t help feeling that it’s a happy space. That might sound crazy. I mean, it doesn’t have the twenty-foot ceilings of the place from last night or the enormous chandelier of that first one by the train station, but it’s open, it’s bright, and it’s clearly got personality. The sunlight streams indirectly from the big bay windows, which all look out onto the wide porch. The wood inside the front rooms is warm and inviting. There are beautiful plaster medallions on the wall and ceiling.

      I mean, the trim paint’s peeling, the floors are weathered in a few spots, there are dust bunnies making babies, and it smells a little bit like mothballs.

      But even so, I like it a lot more than I expected.

      We slowly walk the place, now that I’m in a better mood, and we start talking about how many doors we could squeeze out of it, realistically.

      “Think of it, though,” Bernie says. “The rooms could have names and be themed from her movies. Or the famous people who came and stayed in them, if we could figure that out. This place has history.”

      “I guess.” I study the profit loss sheet. It’s still not anywhere near the top of the list there.

      “It’s an old house,” Bernie’s still gushing, “but Audrey was ahead of her time. Fourteen of these rooms have bathrooms adjacent to them. Those other four rooms—the study, the library, the sun room, and the music room—could be remodeled to add an en suite bathroom pretty easily. That brings us up to eighteen rooms, and I hear there’s a carriage house.” Bernie looks as impressed as I feel.

      “What’s a carriage house?” I feel like I’ve heard that term before, but I’m not sure what it means.

      “It’s like a guest house, maybe?” Bernie looks confused. “I think the gardener and chauffeurs used to live there, back before they had power tools and one yard crew could come through and clean this place up in three hours.”

      The idea of having a live-in gardener at someone’s personal residence is mind-boggling to me.

      “I wonder why the granddaughter’s selling,” I say. “You’d think she’d want to stay here, right?”

      Bernie frowns. “As I understand it, she has to sell.”

      “What?” Now I feel a little. . .predatory. “Why?” I need to know more or I’ll drown in guilt for someone I don’t know.

      He shrugs. “Zoning, maybe? It was grandfathered in for years, but now it’s transferred to another generation, I heard it can’t be a residence anymore.”

      “Wait, so she’s getting kicked out?” Now I feel downright awful. “What happens if she can’t sell it?” I follow Bernie out the side door and around a bend, where a cute little one-story house comes into view through a path that’s flanked on each side by rows of huge oak trees.

      “Would you want to keep a building you couldn’t live in and had no other use for?”

      I guess not.

      “You’re doing her a favor,” he says. “Stop worrying. Her last sale fell through, and she can’t want to keep something she can’t even live in. We’re not the big bad guy, swooping in and ruining her life. I’m sure she’s a pampered little princess, who probably only summered here anyway.”

      Thinking about it like that, I feel better. I could give this place life. It occurs to me that, although the house was entirely empty in an almost morose way, we could decorate it in the period that Audrey was popular. We could even include placards and prints about her movies on the walls. Then even people who don’t care about her at all would get the feel of what it means to be in such a graceful and cheerful house.

      I’ve been casting around for the last few days for any kind of theme—really successful inns need themes, apparently—and this is the first one that has felt viable. Once Bernie unlocks the carriage house, I have an epiphany.

      “You know, we could make this little house available for family gatherings and private parties. People who want to book a few rooms for privacy, but want the convenience of a shared space. It might make it even more attractive to some people.”

      Bernie’s jotting some notes down, and I’m actually thinking of giving the sprawling green monstrosity a chance, when we hang a right and turn into a large bedroom that must be the master. It’s the first room that has been furnished, if you consider a lumpy mattress in the center of the floor furniture. But that’s not the biggest surprise.

      Not at all.

      The biggest surprise is the woman whose head pops up in the center of the mattress, her hair sticking up at strange angles as if she’s auditioning for a role in a Dr. Seuss play.

      “Buh?” She spins around in the middle of the mattress like she’s under attack from all sides. She finally identifies where we are, and blinks repeatedly. “What are you doing here?”

      There’s a Cheerio stuck to her left cheek, and the other side of her face is covered in pink lines that I assume are from the pressure of the bunched-up sheets being shoved against her face until this very moment.

      She drags the errant sheet upward and back over her head with an inelegant groan.

      “The listing said the property’s vacant,” Bernie hisses. “Plus. It’s not zoned as residential.” He blinks and regroups. “I’m so sorry to invade your space.”

      “Don’t apologize to her,” I say. “Obviously she’s not supposed to be here. Call the owner’s agent and tell them a vagrant has broken in.”

      “Vagrant?” When she sits up this time, her voice is so shrill it could practically shatter glass. “Vagrant?”

      Bernie splutters impressively. “Mr. Fansee didn’t mean that.”

      “Did your footman or whatever just call you Mister Fancy?” She rubs at her eyes. “Or am I dreaming in Disney again?”

      “Fan-see,” I say, as if pronouncing the word again will explain anything. “Like the word ‘fan.’ And then the word ‘see,’ like, what you do with your eyes. But shoved together.”

      Now the probably-not-homeless woman scowls. “No one told me there was going to be a showing today.”

      “That’s my fault,” Bernie says. He’s staring at his phone, tapping through things furiously. “I thought I read that it was vacant, and I didn’t realize⁠—”

      “The listing still clearly indicates that showings must be made in advance and that they’re by appointment only.” The woman sighs, as if this has happened before. She finally notices the Cheerio, but instead of brushing it away in embarrassment, she plucks it carefully off her cheek. . .and pops it in her mouth. “It’s fine.” She chews, swallows, yawns, and then stands up.

      She’s wearing Transformer booty shorts, that I believe were once men’s boxers, and a black t-shirt that says, “Stone Temple Pilots” in simple, white, block lettering. There’s a large yellow star underneath the name, and someone has written “suck” in black sharpie across the star.

      Which means, the message now reads, “Stone Temple Pilots suck.”

      “It should be ‘sucks,’” I say.

      “What?” Her brow furrows.

      Without the Cheerio to distract me, I can’t help noticing how attractive she is. Her long legs, her beautiful, shiny, chocolate hair.

      But that’s really not why I’m here—ogling a crazy woman. “Stone Temple Pilots is the name of a band, which is a singular entity. So it should be ‘sucks.’ The descriptor should tie to the plurality of the noun.”

      When she spears me with a glare, I realize her eyes are so light blue that they’re nearly white.

      Like tinted ice chips.

      That’s what they remind me of.

      “You woke me up. You called me a vagrant. And now you’re correcting the grammar of a t-shirt that’s slamming a rock band.” She shakes her head and then gestures wildly at the door. “Get out.”

      “I’m not sure you should say that to someone who’s interested in purchasing. . .” Bernie trails off.

      “My house?” She drops her hands to her hips. “You may not be sure who I am, but I’m not confused. This property is definitely mine. Now you, get out.” She frowns, and then, as if she’s very annoyed by having to do it, she tacks on one more word. “Please.”

      In that moment, I fall hard for this Cheerio-eating, disheveled, feisty, undeniably broken woman. Just like the moment I found that camera twenty years ago, I can’t help my overpowering desire to lean forward and pick her up.

      I want to fix her. Badly.

      Of course, I do manage not to lean toward her or touch her in any way. I’m quite sure she’d punch me, or sue me, or something even worse. But I can’t stop staring, and I most certainly don’t get out when she orders me. . .please notwithstanding.

      “But I want this place,” I say.

      My real estate agent splutters.

      I fold my arms. “This is the one.” So much for evaluating it impartially.

      “You can’t just say that in front of the owner,” Bernie hisses. “It destroyed any bargaining power we might have had.”

      “What do you want for it?” I ask.

      “It’s listed at five point four million,” she says. “So that’s what I want. Five point four million.”

      “But it’s not worth that right now,” I say. “The roof is about to cave in. The gardens look like a jungle, and the floors have pretty significant signs of wear. Be reasonable.”

      She huffs. “Do you want it or not?”

      “I’m asking how much you’ll honestly take for it.” I can’t help chuckling. “Come on. You’re illegally squatting in a place that’s not zoned residential, and you’re saving last night’s dinner on your cheek for a little snack the next morning. You’ve got to have some wiggle room in that price.” Although now that I think about it, she’s not really the spoiled princess Bernie said she’d be. Honestly, she looks like she could use the money. Shouldn’t Audrey Colburn’s granddaughter be fairly well-off?

      But what if she’s not?

      What if she doesn’t want to sell, but she has to sell? What if she’s squatting here because she has nowhere else to go, and no money with which to find a new place until this is gone?

      “Well, you were honest with me about wanting it, so I’ll come clean, too. I owe the bank a little over two million, thanks to Uncle Sam’s taxes and my family’s failure to plan for a catastrophic tragedy that left everything to a grandchild—me. Oh, and there’s property taxes from last year due, not to mention the fact that we’re halfway through this year, and the property taxes are steep. Also, as I assume your agent told you, thanks to some zoning laws, I can’t live here anymore unless I’m a live-in manager of some kind of business, which clearly I’m not.” Her lower lip wobbles.

      I didn’t really even have a chance. She’s so gloriously damaged that I’m practically itching to fix her. The wobbling lip and the movie-star face are overkill. “How about this? I pay off the bank.”

      “Huh?” She scratches her head, and somehow it makes her hair stick out in even more directions than before. I wouldn’t have thought it possible.

      “After that, I’ll still have a half million left that we can use to fix it up, buy furniture, and pay the taxes. If you throw in your share in the house, we’ll be co-owners, fifty-fifty, and you can help me restore, decorate, and furnish it. Then we can run it as an inn together.”

      “Is he insane?” the crazy lady asks, clearly addressing Bernie.

      “I’ve thought so for a while,” my friend says.

      He’s so disloyal.

      “I’m not insane,” I say. “We would own this place free and clear if we went in as equal partners, and you could live here, on property as you are now, only legally, if we listed you as the caretaker. You’d still own your family home, plus you’d get around the zoning laws. The taxes would be easier to pay from here on out, too, with an income. It’d kind of be like having your cake and eating it too, right?”

      “Running it as an inn?” She frowns. “It’s not big enough. We’d have to call it a bed and breakfast.”

      “Anything over ten rooms and below twenty-five is usually classed as an inn, and it qualifies. Besides, if we called it a B&B, we’d have to provide a real breakfast,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Realistically, most inns do that too, don’t they?”

      “I can’t cook,” I admit.

      “So you hire someone,” she says. “But as it happens, I can cook. It’s one of the few things I actually do reasonably well.”

      I’m understandably skeptical of that claim, thanks to the errant Cheerio, but I don’t bother arguing. “We can work out the details—like what to call it and what color to repaint it—later. Are you in?”

      Bernie’s shaking his head desperately, like he’s terrified I’m not kidding. “I don’t think you can do this⁠—”

      I hold up my hand. “It feels a little sudden, but that’s how I operate. When I make up my mind, I move ahead, and I have a feeling this is going to help us both.”

      The woman straightens up, and there’s a little spark in her eye, like the power flooding into that camera the very first time I turned it on. It’s glorious when something comes back to life, and I’m beginning to think she just needed the reminder of who she is. “I’m Serendipity Audrey Colburn.” She pauses then, her eyes lighting up until they’re delightfully bright. “But Serendipity’s a horrible name for a girl, so I go by Seren.”

      “Nice to meet you, Seren.” I hold out my hand.

      She swallows and sighs. “I’m not sure you’ll think it was very nice if we go through with this insane plan.”

      “Why?” I keep my hand extended, and bob it up and down a bit to try and get her to reach out.

      “Because you’ve just met the unluckiest person in the entire world. If you go into business with me, I’ll probably just drag you down with me.”

      “I’m willing to take that risk,” I say.

      She frowns. “I’ll do it on one condition.”

      “Okay.” This would usually be where she’d share what that condition was, so I wait.

      “No matter what happens, you vow never to date me.” She tilts her head. “If we do this, and we wind up dating, the whole deal’s off. I want that put in writing.”

      I can’t keep my lip from twitching. “I may seem hasty, or rash, but surprisingly, I have no trouble finding women to date. I don’t need to date my business partner.”

      “So you agree?” She arches one eyebrow. “If we ever date, the whole partnership will be dissolved in my favor?”

      In her favor? What does that mean? “Wait.”

      “If you want to date me, you’ll have to sell your shares to me.” She shrugs. “For fair market value.”

      “If you can get a loan, you mean?” I ask.

      “We can let the lawyers work out that part, but it’s my family home. If we date, you’re the one who walks away.”

      She’s gorgeous. I’ll give her that. But I feel like I’ll be able to resist the temptation just fine. I like to fix things. I have never once wanted to keep any of the items I repaired. “Sure.”

      “Well then, Mr. Fancy,” she says. “Let’s do it.” She reaches for my hand.

      And when our fingers touch, an electric thrill runs through my entire body that’s so shocking, so unexpected, and I almost recant. She drops my hand like a hot potato, so clearly it’s not reciprocated.

      Which means it’ll still be fine. I have a feeling this new chapter in my life, co-owning an inn, is going to be amazing. No longer will I be the Garbage Guy.

      I’m going into business with Audrey Colburn’s granddaughter. It doesn’t get much more elegant than that, cheek-Cheerios aside.
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      From the time I was born, people have told me how lucky I am.

      “You’re so lucky to look just like your grandmother! People would kill for looks like yours.”

      Except, I have zero interest in being an actress, or a model, or anyone that other people obsess about. I’m the kind of person who was born to hide in my house and pretend I didn’t hear the doorbell. That means looks like mine are more of a curse than anything else.

      “You’re so lucky you don’t like chocolate, soda, or candy! It keeps you so thin.”

      Sure, I’m thin because I don’t enjoy the things other people do. Also, whenever it was time for a holiday or a birthday, everyone else would get something. . .and I’d get an apologetic look. “Sorry. I had no idea what to get you.” So I got nothing.

      “You’re so lucky to be naturally athletic.”

      Except I hate having lots of people look at me, so playing in any kind of sanctioned sporting event was pure torture.

      “You’re so lucky to be so academically gifted!”

      But my amazing grades convinced Mom and Dad that sending me to cooking school would be a mistake. They insisted I attend an ivy league school, which I hated. The only way I learned what I wanted to learn was by taking cooking classes at night.

      “You’re so lucky you were born into a family with so much money.”

      That one was true, at least, until Dad inadvertently mixed pain pills with alcohol and crashed our rental van into a bus on a vacation. The money our family once had disappeared under the weight of so many lawsuits, I couldn’t even read through them all.

      “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      That’s the one I hate more than any other. When your entire family—grandmother, parents, brother, sister, nephews, and husband—all die in an automobile accident, it’s not luck to be the sole survivor.

      It’s a curse.

      Every time someone tells me how lucky I am, I want to stab them in the eye with a pitchfork. I want to yank the pitchfork out and throw their excised eyeball on the ground. And then?

      I want to stomp on it.

      My ‘furious and excessive yelling’ the third time my boss told me how lucky I was to be alive landed me in an inpatient facility shortly after I returned to work.

      That was fun.

      After a month of intensive therapy and group sessions, the state of New York, luckily, proclaimed me all better.

      Goodie.

      What I really learned was how to take all my rage and pain and stuff them deep, deep down so that no one knew they were there.

      Hiding in my house helped, too.

      What hiding did not help me do was earn enough money to pay the monthly payment on the mortgage that I had to take out thanks to the generational skipping transfer tax. It also did not help me earn money to pay for the utilities or the exorbitant state and local taxes on the mansion. By the time I realized how far behind I was, I was in too deep to do anything about it.

      That’s when my lawyer—moments before firing me for non-payment—suggested I contact a real estate agent and list the house. It’s my one remaining asset of any value, so I ought to sell it before the government or the bank take it from me.

      Which is why I’m staring at a crazy guy, who looks an awful lot like a slender Henry Cavill, and who apparently wants to partner with me in turning Grandma’s charming, impractical country estate into a bed and breakfast. We’d hopefully be able to pay the taxes, but only because visitors will want to gawk at everything that made her a graceful and admired movie star.

      And they’ll probably gawk at me too, if they have half a chance.

      Basically, my choices are to sell this house and lose the very last thing I have to remind me of my family, or to partner with this loony man who will turn the last thing I have to remind me of my family into something I despise.

      Neither option seems too great, if I’m being honest.

      Which is how I know it’s definitely my life. I’m the queen of not-great options. Instead of naming me Serendipity, which has turned out to be a real cosmic joke, they should have named me Desdemona, which fittingly means ill-fated. Bonus: it still sounds nice.

      Maybe if they’d named me Desdemona, I’d have good luck. Clearly no one has told Mr. Fancy that everything about me spells utter doom. He has no idea he’s pitching his idea to the grim reaper of success.

      I feel a little bad, but of the two awful options, I think I’d rather ruin something I love than lose it entirely. At least that way, when this plan crashes and burns as it inevitably will, I probably won’t be as sad to lose it. Plus, I’ll have a legal place to sleep while I wreck this poor man’s life with my bad juju.

      “We can work out the details—like what to call it and what color to repaint it—later. Are you in?”

      His poor real estate agent’s shaking his head so hard, I’m worried he’ll rattle his brains right out his ears. “I don’t think you can do this⁠—”

      “It feels a little sudden, but that’s how I am,” the man says. “When I make up my mind, I move ahead, and I have a feeling this is going to help us both.”

      He’s here looking to buy my family’s place, but he really doesn’t know my name? “I’m Serendipity Audrey Colburn.”

      The world’s most ironic and absurd name.

      That’s when it hits me that, for the first time in my life, I don’t have to be Serendipity. It’s a stupid name that never fit me.

      I’ve always hated it.

      But like a dog with a new owner that still needs to be able to answer to a name it’s heard all its life, I’m scared to jettison it entirely. “But Serendipity’s a horrible name for a girl, so I go by Seren.”

      I let that name roll around in my brain for a bit. Seren.

      And then it sinks in, like water disappearing onto dry sand. Just as easily, just as seamlessly, I have a new name. Seren.

      I love it.

      It’s the first thing I’ve loved in a very, very long time.

      “Nice to meet you, Seren.” He has unknowingly become the first person to ever call me by my new name. Then he holds out his hand.

      He’s such a polite, upright-looking guy, and even though he looks like Henry Cavill, he has a different energy somehow.

      It hits me then.

      He reminds me of Mr. Bingley in Pride and Prejudice, with his bubbly, happy, optimistic expressions.

      What happens when Mr. Bingley meets Eeyore?

      Does the world explode?

      I ought to take his hand, but that feels. . .greedy and selfish. Do I really have the right to drag this man down by letting him affiliate with the harbinger of all misery? “I’m not sure you’ll think it was very nice if we go through with this insane plan.”

      “Why?” He’s still holding his hand out, and his eyes are encouraging. Did God just send me my own little cheerleader? Or is this just another cosmic joke? I’m sick of waiting for the punch line in my life. It’s never funny to be the butt of the joke.

      Poor Mr. Bingley deserves some kind of warning, though I might be disappointed if he takes it. “Because you’ve just met the unluckiest person in the entire world. If you go into business with me, I’ll probably just drag you down with me.”

      “I’m willing to take that risk.”

      I should tell him no. This deal only really benefits me. Am I really selfish enough to doom him? Then again, my bad luck usually only hurts people who are permanently linked to me.

      Like my husband.

      I feel like sinking to my knees and bawling. It’s been a good half hour since I felt that way, so it’s about time. Even so, it’s hard to ignore it and stuff that feeling deep, deep down. I can’t help letting a bit of it out via a frown.

      And then I have an idea. “I’ll do it on one condition.”

      “Okay.” He looks. . .curious.

      Which is not the goal. I’m trying to warn him and set a boundary that might keep this poor man safe. I try to sound as stern as I possibly can. “No matter what happens, you vow never to date me.”

      Because if he’s just a business partner, well. Nothing terrible has ever happened to my bosses or co-workers. But how do I enforce that? A lot of men and women who spend time together wind up falling for each other. What could I say that will keep him safe?

      That’s when an idea strikes. “If we do this, and we wind up dating, the whole deal’s off. I want that put in writing.”

      “I may seem hasty, or rash, but surprisingly, I have no trouble finding women to date. I don’t need to date my business partner.” He looks like he thinks it’s all some kind of joke, or worse, the start of a cheesy romantic comedy.

      I double down again on my sternest look, and I make my tone as fourth-grade-schoolteacher as I can manage. “So you agree?” I arch an eyebrow just like Mrs. Maynard used to do. “If we ever date, the whole partnership will be dissolved in my favor?”

      “Wait.” Now he’s frowning. He’s starting to get it, maybe. I mean it, poor Mr. Bingley. Our partnership will not turn into some Hallmark movie plot.

      “If you want to date me, you’ll have to sell your shares.” I’ve made him look nervous. Hold the line, Seren. “For fair market value.”

      “If you can get a loan, you mean?” he asks.

      “We can let the lawyers work out that part, but it’s my family home. If we date, you’re the one who walks away.”

      Okay, and now he’s decided I’m a complete narcissist, which is fine, I suppose. As long as it keeps him away. “Sure,” he says, clearly disillusioned and rethinking his entire proposal.

      Actually, it’s pretty impressive that I could convince him that I think so highly of myself, given that he initially thought I was homeless. Actually, now that I think about it, I kind of am homeless.

      “Well then, Mr. Fancy,” I say before he changes his mind. “Let’s do it.” I grab the hand he’s still holding out, albeit with much less enthusiasm than before.

      When our fingers touch, his eyes widen, and he yanks his hand away. Which is kind of strange. I haven’t showered yet, but I don’t smell. Much. Why would he recoil like that? That’s when I realize that my hands are still sticky from the sugary milk in the bowl of Cheerios I ate before dropping off to sleep last night.

      Ugh.

      How typical a start for me. Our first partnership handshake, and I’m already ruining it with my gross, late-night snacking habits.

      At least he leaves rather quickly after setting up a time for us to meet with his lawyer. I suppose we’ll have to see whether he changes his mind, and what kind of language they put in the contract. I’ve had enough bad experiences with lawyers that I’ll believe this is happening when I literally see the terms on the page.

      Which reminds me. . .my lawyer fired me. And I’m not dumb, but I’m also no contract guru. I realize I’m going to have to do something I’ve been avoiding.

      Call Corey and ask for help.

      It won’t be that bad. Honestly. But I hate asking for help, and Corey’s always so unintentionally condescending. “Of course you want me to look over this contract,” he’ll say. “They’re confusing, and you should make sure you don’t get ripped off.”

      I mean, that’s why I need his help, but I already know that’s why. The fact that he’ll spell it out sort of makes sure I know he’s so much better at business than I am.

      Maybe I’m just irrationally irritable.

      I should be calmer before I call to ask for a favor. I decide to shower and get ready for the day before calling him. That will give me time to prepare for his brand of I’m the right guy for every job.

      Most girls love it, I know.

      He’s constantly blanketed with women. I’m lucky to have him for a lifelong best friend. If we hadn’t met at that vending machine in elementary school, arguing over who deserved the last package of peanut butter crackers, I have no idea how I’d have survived the Accident.

      That’s what I call it now.

      It gives it an air of mystery and also an elegant feeling of tragedy, I think. Although I doubt anyone else can hear the capital A, in my head, it’s clear.

      Once I’m showered and my hair is done, I dress for another day of looking for a job. I just need to find one that’s okay with hiring a head case. I tap the favorites tab, where I still have a whole row of numbers listed that no longer exist, and I scroll to the bottom.

      Corey Fairchild.

      I swallow.

      Do I really need help? Can’t I handle this alone?

      I decide to think about it while I look for a job, and I head out the front door. The walk from the carriage house to the garage where my Toyota Camry’s parked helps me clear my head, and I feel a little better already. Maybe I won’t need help with a contract if it’s simple. Maybe it’ll just say we’re fifty-fifty partners, and that we’ll be using Grandma’s house as an inn.

      Surely I can handle that alone.

      When I press the button to open the garage door, the man walking past freezes. It takes me several seconds to realize why.

      It’s Corey.

      “I thought you were in Sri Lanka,” I say.

      “I came back a week ago,” he says. “I’ve called four times.”

      I drop my keys on the seat of the car and turn, leaving the door hanging open.

      Corey’s reached me by now, and he wraps me up in a tight hug. So many things have changed since third grade, but not this. He feels safe. Nothing ever hurts Corey, and nothing changes him, either.

      His light brown hair’s parted on the right side and combed neatly, the same as always. He’s wearing the same pants and sport coat combination he always wears, with his tie a little loosened at the top. His light brown eyes are alert and attentive, just as they always are.




This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/when-one-door-closes-bridget.jpg
Bl b AKER

l "“ |
—_—
e i1

onec door
closes

The Scarsdale Fosters Book One






OEBPS/images/ppp-logo.png
kﬁf

Publishing






