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        Charlotte

      

      

      

      “Don’t you think it’s a little ambitious to put on Les Misérables?”

      Charlotte shifted the phone from one ear to the other. “No, why would I think that? These kids are really talented, and they’ve got the singing chops.”

      Savannah snorted. “Yeah, but they’re seventh graders. How disciplined can they be? You know they’ll end up losing focus, and you’ll end up stressing yourself out…just like you always do.”

      Charlotte frowned, reached into the box, and pulled out a streamer from last year’s production of Wicked. “I do not always do that. It’s called having faith and reaching for the stars.”

      Savannah started to laugh. “It’s called falling flat on your face.”

      Charlotte scowled. “You know, it would help if you had a little more faith in me. I’ve put on a few of these plays so far.”

      Especially since Charlotte was always supportive of her sister, regardless of whatever endeavor Savannah put her mind to. Over the years, Charlotte had learned not to balk or wince as her little sister had flitted from one project and one course to the next, always chasing something just out of reach.

      It wasn’t Savannah’s fault she couldn’t commit to anything, at least not completely. But Charlotte found herself worrying about her little sister far more than she wanted to. With their mother indulging her whims and every flight of fancy, it was up to Charlotte to be the voice of reason. To stand firm in the belief that consistency was the key to success.

      No matter how good Savannah was at something, and she had many discernible talents, Charlotte knew if she didn’t stick to one thing, she wasn’t going to get very far.

      Which was why Charlotte had spent the better part of a year trying to convince Savannah that medical school wasn’t for her.

      It was the biggest commitment of her professional career!

      And the last thing Charlotte wanted was to see her sister crash and burn so publicly while she stood on the sidelines, unable to help. She hated knowing she’d tried and failed to get through to her sister, but now, she had no choice. Regardless of her feelings about the matter, and how she broke out into a cold sweat at the thought of her sister being away in med school, where anything could go wrong, she knew she had to be supportive.

      Savannah deserved at least that much.

      Her sister’s voice turned garbled, and then, Charlotte couldn’t make out anything. She pulled the phone away from her ear and shrugged when the line went dead. After she tried to dial Savannah back a few times, only to get a busy signal, she shoved her phone back into her pocket. With a sigh, Charlotte glanced around the Lawrence School auditorium and sighed. Then, she placed both hands on her hips and tried to envision the audience in the seats, a few of which had stuffing hanging out of them.

      The auditorium itself was huge, with several rows of seats that glistened and shone underneath the overhead lighting. When Charlotte squeezed her eyes shut, she saw the rows of parents on their feet, cheering and clapping, and she saw herself standing backstage, tears in her eyes.

      Even though it was summer, and the students were still a couple of months from coming back, she already had high hopes for the year.

      Once she opened her eyes again, she reached back into the boxes to go through the decorations and costumes from last year. Although most of them wouldn’t be suitable for this year’s production, she knew she wanted to try to make use of some of them.

      With a smile, Charlotte sat down in the middle of the quiet stage and tucked her legs under her. She fished her phone out of her pocket, selected a random playlist, and began to hum along. A few boxes later, she had a shawl thrown over her shoulders, a plastic tiara on her head, and was belting out a sad song from the movie version of the play with her arms flung on either side of her. She was so engrossed in the lyrics and the feelings bubbling up within her, she didn’t hear the door open.

      And she didn’t realize she was being watched until Patrick Lisbon, the science teacher, jumped on stage and joined her in harmony. Charlotte lost her rhythm and stumbled over the lyrics as she fumbled for her phone. Hastily, she jabbed the screen until she was able to stop the music. Slowly, she turned to face Patrick, who stood there with one hand in the pocket of his tanned khakis and an easy smile on his face.

      Charlotte’s heart missed a beat when he lifted his gaze to hers.

      She opened her mouth and forgot the rest of her sentence.

      Say something, Char. You can’t just stand here like an idiot.

      Color crept up her neck and cheeks as she shifted from one foot to the other and tried to rein in her racing mind. But the harder she tried to focus on salvaging her dignity, the farther away it felt. She was standing in the middle of an auditorium in a shawl, with a sparkly tiara on her head, and smudges of color on her fingertips.

      She couldn’t have planned a more embarrassing moment if she’d tried.

      Patrick reached into the nearest box and flicked his sandy brown hair out of his eyes. “So, does this mean you’re going to be putting on Les Misérables for the winter play?”

      Charlotte swallowed and ignored the thumping of her heart. “Yeah, what do you think? Too ambitious?”

      Patrick shook his head and put back a foam scepter he’d dug up. “No, but it might be a little too dark. Doesn’t Fontaine die in the first half or so of the movie?”

      Charlotte paused. “Well, yeah, but it’s a powerful story about standing up for what you believe in. About honor and bravery and loyalty.”

      Patrick nodded. “Yeah, but it’s still depressing. I mean, it’s right there in the title. You couldn’t think of anything else?”

      Charlotte ran a hand over her face. “Not really, and Principal Higgins said it’s hard to get plays approved because of copyright agreements.”

      Patrick shoved his other hand into his pocket. “He gave you that speech too, huh? I think he was telling me something about that the other day.”

      Charlotte raised an eyebrow. “You teach science. Isn’t it all kind of based on each other?”

      Patrick threw both hands in the air. “That’s exactly what I said. So, how did you get roped into working for the summer? Did Candice fake another knee injury?”

      Charlotte choked back a laugh. “Not this year. I volunteered.”

      Patrick blinked. “What am I missing here? Why would you volunteer?”

      Charlotte made a sweeping hand gesture. “Have you seen this place? I have to make sure everything is to size and we’re ready for a production this big, especially if the kids are going to be ready by December.”

      “I’ll be in the cheap seats throwing rotten tomatoes.”

      Charlotte stuck her tongue out at him. “In that case, I’ll show up to the science fair and ask all of the annoying questions.”

      Patrick laughed, and it made her blush even further.

      He had a beautiful laugh, the kind that made her stop what she was doing just to listen to it, and he made her feel like she was in high school again. Sometimes, Charlotte imagined herself doodling his name in her notebook, with hearts next to it. Other times, she shoved her feelings for him to the back of her mind and tried to ignore how tingly he made her feel. Like she was floating on clouds.

      She and Patrick had been friends for years, ever since they collided with each other during teacher orientation day a few years ago. Since then, Charlotte had longed from a distance, gazing whenever he wasn’t looking and discreetly sniffing the air whenever he was around. He smelled like sandalwood and pine, a distinct mixture that made her stomach dip.

      Of all the people to have a crush on, it had to be someone you work with, didn’t it?

      “Tell you what. We can both show up to each other’s events and make a big stink. It’ll be fun.”

      Charlotte took a step back and coughed. “Yeah, I don’t know about that. It’s just going to confuse the kids. Also, I’m sure we wouldn’t be setting a good example.”

      Patrick waved her comment away. “This isn’t much better. We’re supposed to be enjoying our summer, not putting in extra hours.”

      “Pot calling the kettle black,” Charlotte teased breathlessly. “I don’t recall anyone forcing you to be here.”

      Patrick opened his mouth to respond, and Charlotte’s phone rang, interrupting him. After offering him a sheepish smile, she fished the phone out of her pocket and stared at the screen. Addison’s name flashed across for a few seconds before Charlotte canceled the call. With a frown, she sent her friend a quick message and turned her attention back to Patrick, who was peering behind the curtain.

      She liked watching him on stage, where he came to life little by little.

      In another life, she imagined him on Broadway with his deep baritone voice and classic old Hollywood good looks. With his chiseled jaw, deep-set blue eyes, and broad shoulders, Charlotte was sure Patrick could’ve chosen to be any number of things, but for some unbeknownst reason, he’d chosen teaching as a profession.

      It both confused and thrilled her.

      Charlotte’s phone buzzed before she could call out to Patrick. He was wandering around backstage when another text came in from Addison. Since their conversation a few days ago, Charlotte had no idea how to talk to her friend. Not only had Addison poured her heart and soul out over wine and nachos, but she’d also confided in Charlotte she was worried about the fate of her marriage.

      All because she and her husband couldn’t conceive naturally.

      Charlotte’s heart broke at the thought, knowing how much Addison wanted to be a mom, but she knew she was the last person to be offering any advice. It had been years since Charlotte had dated anyone seriously, and unlike Addison, she didn’t have her entire life mapped out from A to Z.

      I’m sorry, Addison. I wish I knew how to make things better for you.

      But she didn’t; she didn’t even have any clue where to start, and it made Charlotte feel even more guilty.

      What was she supposed to say to her best friend who couldn’t carry a baby to term?

      How was she, a middle school drama teacher, supposed to make things any better?

      Patrick returned to the main part of the stage with his phone pressed to his ear. He pulled it away and covered the mouthpiece. “There’s some kind of accident on Hamilton Avenue. It doesn’t sound like it’s serious, but try to take Lakeview on the way out.”

      Charlotte offered him a small smile. “Thanks.”

      She watched his back as he walked away, a small part of her tempted to reach out, just to see what it would feel like to run her fingers through his silky hair. When he was far enough away, Charlotte sighed and picked the script up off the floor. She flipped through it a few more times and then gathered her things.

      On her way home, Charlotte slowed to see the pileup of cars.

      A few of them had smoke coming out of the hoods, but with an ambulance nearby and a group of uniformed police officers racing toward them, she knew they were in good hands. Still, the grisly sight left an uneasy feeling in the pit of Charlotte’s stomach.

      It reminded her of how quickly everything could change and how, in the blink of an eye, a person’s entire life could be turned upside down.

      She grimaced and pulled onto Gifford Street and past the Holiday Inn. On her drive home, she turned up the music and tapped her fingers to the beat. Slowly, she pulled up outside her apartment building on Kathy Ann Lynn Street, across from a Western Union that always had a row of people lined up and a Stop & Shop that housed a smell Charlotte still couldn’t identify. In the distance, dogs barked, and children on bikes called out to each other.

      On the third floor, Charlotte shoved her key into the lock and grunted. On the third push, the door burst open, and her roommates’ cats came running over.

      “Hi, Jewel. Hello, Mr. Crunchball. How was your day today?”

      The two cats, one an orange and white tabby and the other a midnight-black rescue, rubbed their tails against her leg as they wove between them. Charlotte flicked on the lights, walked into the kitchen, and retrieved a bottle of water. She stood in the middle of the kitchen, and silence surrounded her.

      She hated coming home to an empty apartment.

      Charlotte didn’t like the deafening silence that surrounded her or being able to hear the sound of her own even breathing. She didn’t even like being left alone with her thoughts and suddenly wished her loud and nosy roommates were there, if only to distract her from the ache in her chest.

      With a sigh, she trudged into her room and threw herself onto the bed.

      This is the life you chose for yourself, Char. If you don’t like it, you’ll have to be the one to change it.
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      She turned down the music and pulled up into an empty parking spot across the street from her mom’s bakery on Dillingham Avenue. After checking her watch, she snatched her purse off the passenger seat. Then, she paused and leaned forward to peer through the dashboard. Through the glass window, she scanned the steady stream of customers coming in and out of her mom’s bakery.

      At seven thirty on the dot, Jack came around the corner in his usual button-down shirt, half-tucked into a pair of jeans, and hair looking like he’d rolled out of bed. He had one hand shoved into his pocket, and the other had a paper tucked under it. Charlotte raised an eyebrow as she saw him walk in and make a beeline for the counter. With a slight shake of her head, Charlotte pushed the car door open with her foot and stumbled onto the pavement.

      Heat shimmered and rose from the asphalt.

      The early morning July sun was warm on the back of her neck as she glanced down both sides of the street and then hurried across. People jostled past her in either direction, and when she ducked into the bakery, there was a crowd of people already lining up. Charlotte waited for her eyes to adjust as she slid into the nearest booth and pretended to scan the menu. When she looked up, her mom was standing behind the counter, hair in a messy bun on top of her head and a clean, pressed apron wrapped around her waist. She had flour smudges on her nose but didn’t seem to care. Probably because she and Jack were giggling like a bunch of teenagers.

      Jack leaned forward to say something, and her mom swatted him away, color creeping up her cheeks. Charlotte felt a strange stirring in her stomach and a heaviness in her chest; jealousy and sadness rose within her, so she made herself glance away. While a part of her was relieved her mom was able to find happiness again, she couldn’t deny how strange it felt to see her with someone else. Despite her best attempts to shield her daughters from the pain, Charlotte had seen how hard her mom had struggled.

      For months after her dad died, Charlotte had held her breath, half-expecting to lose her remaining parent. For weeks, she’d stop by the house just to give her mom an excuse to get out of bed and clean herself up. Charlotte had seen the grief take its toll, like a heavy second skin, and she’d never felt more helpless in her entire life.

      In those early days, Charlotte cried herself to sleep too.

      Her dad was the one who had kept the family laughing and looking on the bright side of things. Whenever her mom got too serious, or Charlotte and Savannah were at odds, it was her dad who used to figure out ways to draw them all out of their shells and into the light. Without him there, the three of them had struggled to make sense of things.

      And Charlotte still missed him with a fierceness that surprised her.

      It no longer made her double over in pain or curl up into a ball when she sobbed, but the dull ache remained in her heart, and she carried it around wherever she went. No matter how much time passed, Charlotte doubted she’d stop missing him or stop glancing over her shoulders, as if she was waiting for him to come back. Like he could pick up where he left off.

      The door to the bakery made a low ringing sound, and Charlotte’s head snapped up. She saw Savannah take a step in, glance around, and hurry back out. Through the glass window, she saw her sister rake her fingers through her hair and then over her face. Then, Savannah leaned against the nearest wall and began to mutter to herself, her clothes looking wrinkled and slept in.

      Charlotte was halfway out of her seat when Emily hurried over with two large mugs of steaming hot coffee. “You weren’t going to leave so soon, were you?”

      Charlotte nodded in Savannah’s direction. “I was going to go check on her.”

      Emily blew out a breath and motioned to the booth. “Your sister is having another one of her meltdowns.”

      Charlotte’s stomach clenched. “What about?”

      “You know your sister. Everything is the end of the world.” Emily sat down and curled her fingers around the mug. “Give her a minute. I’m sure she’ll come in on her own. You know what she’s like when you push her.”

      Except Charlotte had never been one to brush things under the rug like her mother. Savannah took after their mother, in that they both ignored things until they were staring them in the face, demanding to be acknowledged. Charlotte, on the other hand, was more like her dad, the kind of straight shooter who didn’t like beating about the bush.

      You knew how to handle these things way better than I do. You would’ve known exactly what to say, Dad.

      Reluctantly, Charlotte sat down and kept one eye on Savannah, who was rubbing her forehead in slow, circular motions. “So, how are things with Jack?”

      Emily blushed and glanced down at her drink. “Good. How about you? Are you really sure you want to spend your summer working? Don’t you want to travel or something?”

      Charlotte shook her head. “No, I’m okay. It’s—”

      One of her mother’s employees, a short woman with braided hair and piercing dark eyes, materialized. She whispered something into Emily’s ear, prompting Emily to jump to her feet. On her way past, she offered Charlotte an apologetic smile before she disappeared behind the double doors that led into the kitchen. Savannah came into the bakery as Charlotte was about to leave.

      She hiked her purse up onto her shoulder. “What’s wrong?”

      Savannah wrung her fingers together and wouldn’t meet Charlotte’s gaze. “You were right. Med school just isn’t the right fit for me. I was too hasty when I chose it. I have to stop taking online classes. It’s too hard.”

      Charlotte counted backward from five and then released a deep breath. “Sav, we talked about this. You can’t keep quitting things because they’re too hard. Anything worth having isn’t going to be easy. And you’re excited about this, remember?”

      Savannah made a vague hand gesture. “It’s years of my life, and you know me, I can’t even commit to a TV show, much less a job.”

      “So, what are you going to do? Back to random courses online until you choose your next career? That isn’t a way to live, Sav.”

      “You don’t understand. Not everyone knows what they want to do right away.”

      Charlotte snorted. “You think I knew I wanted to be a teacher? I definitely didn’t, and just because I figured it out pretty quickly, it doesn’t mean it wasn’t hard.”

      Savannah frowned. “You just don’t understand.”

      Of course, Savannah was going to resort to her classic comeback, never failing to remind Charlotte that she knew better.

      Her sister never missed an opportunity to make Charlotte feel small and limited, and sometimes, she had to wonder if it was on purpose or if Savannah really had no idea the kind of effect her words had.

      Was her sister really that clueless?

      Charlotte straightened her back and pursed her lips. “Yeah, you know what? I really don’t understand. I don’t understand how you’re okay with just wasting your money like this and never committing to anything. How are you ever going to put down roots and settle if you stay on the move?”

      Savannah swung her gaze to Charlotte, and her eyes flashed. “Not everyone has to follow your path. There are other ways to do well in life. Not everyone just chooses the first thing that falls into their lap like you did.”

      “Pick a path then,” Charlotte snapped with a shake of her head. “And stick to it. Otherwise, just stop dragging us along for the ride. Because this whole schtick is getting old.”

      Savannah reeled back as if she’d been slapped, and Charlotte immediately regretted the words. She knew her sister was sensitive and she’d always been on the move and hard to pin down, but it didn’t mean Charlotte wasn’t tired of it. Mostly, Charlotte was tired of getting phone calls from Savannah at all hours of the morning and night because of her sister’s indecisiveness. And she hated seeing how it kept their mom up some nights, muttering to herself.

      Without waiting for a response, Charlotte brushed past her sister and onto the street. She stopped in front of the car to put on her glasses and felt Savannah’s glare through the glass windows. Charlotte ignored the churning in her stomach, clenched her hands into fists, and got into the car.

      She drove to school with a deathlike grip on the steering wheel.

      Hours later, when the afternoon sun was high in the sky, and Charlotte’s shirt clung to her sweaty back, she was wandering around her great-grandparents’ backyard.

      With a fence that snaked around the property and neatly trimmed thick foliage, it was one of her favorite places in the world to spend time. It reminded her of lazy Saturday afternoons spent with her nose shoved in a book and the sun warming her face. She remembered how those days had felt endless and how much she looked forward to her weekend sleepovers at her great-grandparents’, where it felt like nothing bad could ever happen.

      Especially with a glass of iced tea in hand, just like the one she was holding right now.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a flash of movement, and her mom’s cousin, Aunt Angie, came out with a tray of mini-sandwiches and quiche. Her mom’s other cousin, Uncle Terry, appeared out of nowhere, and although her aunt tried to hold the tray out of his reach, he cleaned out half of it. While her aunt was busy wagging a finger at her brother and scolding him, Charlotte saw her uncle, Rob, sneak up on her and wolf down the rest of the food. Aunt Angie’s eyes looked like they were about to bulge out of her sockets as she glared at her brothers. The two of them gave her sheepish smiles and darted away.

      Charlotte was still snickering and enjoying the feeling of her bare feet against the grass when she saw her mom’s Uncle Frankie at the grill, his bellowing laughter slicing through the air. He had one arm draped around Jonathan, his son. When another one of her mom’s cousins, Aunt Suzie, sidled up to them, Charlotte glanced away. She finished off the rest of her drink and ducked back into the house, where loud jazz music was playing.

      Her great-grandparents were swaying to the music in the middle of the dining room, while Lara and Glen Jr. were trying to set the table. Charlie, her uncle Rob’s son, came downstairs with a few board games tucked under his arms. Siblings Jason and Maria, her uncle Jeff’s kids, followed in his wake, already bickering and talking over each other.

      She squeezed past them and went into the kitchen, where she found her mother, her aunt Sophia, and her uncle Ian. No one looked up from what they were doing, but they all greeted her. Her aunt, Lily, was the only one who was able to pull Charlotte in for a hug before turning to her boyfriend, Ben, with a smile. Her great-aunts, Heather and Rebecca, were whispering in a corner until her grandma, Ashley, appeared, and the three of them huddled together.

      When the doorbell rang, Charlotte opened the door to reveal her aunt Heather’s son and daughter, Luke and Tammy, carrying coolers full of drinks. Behind them, Charlotte saw her uncle, Jeff, park the car next to the curb, and her aunt, Tara, pushed the car door open, carefully balancing a casserole. Her daughter, Ruby, came out of the back seat, her usual hoodie pulled low over her head.

      As Charlotte wandered through the house, taking food in and out of the kitchen, more and more of the Wilson clan arrived.

      Her sister was the last to show up, and when their eyes met from across the room, Savannah gave her sister a withering look that included narrowed eyes and pursed lips. Charlotte turned her back on her and returned her attention to her mom’s cousins, Zoe and Zac.

      I’m not the enemy here, Sav. I’m trying to help you grow up. Someday, you’ll see that, and you’ll see I’m trying to help you reach your full potential.

      Otherwise, Charlotte had no idea how her sister was going to continue to zip through life, never stopping long enough for it to matter.
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      She tied the curtain up and took a step back. Then, she took the pin out of her mouth and stuck it to the fabric in an attempt to keep the shawl in place. While she knew the mannequin in front of her didn’t do the character justice, it was the best she could do on short notice.

      With most of the kids gone for the summer, Charlotte was left to improvise.

      It was how she found herself spending the better part of a Sunday alone in the auditorium, nibbling on her leftover chicken panini and humming the songs to herself. She’d been in here hundreds of times; it was one of her favorite places to go to at school, but she couldn’t deny how empty it felt. How heavy the air was without anyone else there.

      Sometimes, Charlotte could swear ghosts and memories were lingering around every corner, the kind she wanted to avoid. Over the past few days, she’d been going over her discussion with Savannah, but she kept coming to the same conclusion.

      She was hard on her sister—harder than she should be.

      But what choice did she have?

      Charlotte didn’t want her sister to settle, not in a career she didn’t want, and definitely not when it came to her life. But she also didn’t want Savannah to blink and find that her entire life had gone by while she was too busy chasing a mirage. Ever since they were little, Charlotte had kept an eye on Savannah, taking great pride in her accomplishments.

      It kept her from dwelling too much on how her own life turned out.

      Savannah was right that Charlotte had taken the easy out, but after her father’s passing, she didn’t know what to do with herself. Like Savannah, she’d spent a while floating from one project to the next, from one interest to the next, and in the end, it was teaching that made her feel grounded and kept her from floating away altogether.

      Teaching had given her life purpose, meaning, and order during a time when she desperately needed it. Granted, it wasn’t the kind of life she’d envisioned for herself growing up, but now that she was knee-deep in it, she couldn’t imagine doing anything else. Or being anywhere else.

      Still, now and again, Charlotte did find herself wondering how different her life would’ve been if she hadn’t clung to the first thing that made sense.

      Would she have been as fearless as Savannah?

      Would she have created a whole new life for herself outside of Falmouth?

      Sighing, Charlotte realized she’d been holding her script in a vicelike grip against her chest. Slowly, she pulled it away and tossed it onto an empty chair. The low thudding sound echoed back to her as she fished her phone out of her pocket and scrolled through her contacts. When she reached her sister’s number, she paused and took a deep, steadying breath.

      Savannah knows you love her. She knows you want what’s best for her. So what if the two of you don’t see eye to eye?

      Savannah answered on the sixth ring, her tone clipped and measured. “What?”

      Charlotte sighed. “Are you still mad at me?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Am I still dragging you along for the ride? I thought my schtick was getting old.”

      Charlotte winced and curled her free hand into a fist. “Sav, I—”

      “You what? Want to lecture me some more about how I’m wasting my time and my life just because I want to be sure this is what I’m going to commit to? Yeah, I get it already, Char. You think I’m a loser.”

      No, no, no. It’s not true, Sav. Come on.

      But she understood why her sister thought that way. Growing up, Savannah had always been the first to cry, the first to get worked up over things, and even now, that hadn’t changed. As much as Charlotte hated to admit it, she’d known exactly the kind of effect her words were going to have.

      But at the moment, she hadn’t cared, at least not enough to stop herself.

      Charlotte grimaced. “I didn’t mean it like that, Sav. I just meant that—you know what I mean. You’ve got so much potential, and I don’t want to see you waste it—”

      “You know, I’m getting a little tired of you trying to sound like Dad.”

      Charlotte reeled back as if she’d been slapped. “I’m not trying to sound like Dad. It’s how I feel.”

      Except they both knew that wasn’t true.

      Out of the two of them, Charlotte clung to him harder because of how close they were and how unsettling it felt to no longer have him around. Years later, Charlotte still reached for him; she still imagined all of the conversations they could’ve had together.

      Savannah snorted. “Yeah, sure. You keep telling yourself that.”

      Charlotte counted backward from ten and waited for her heart to stop racing. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you. I don’t know if it’s nerves because you’re supposed to be going to med school in the fall, or maybe you’re just having a hard time seeing Mom with someone new, but don’t take it out on me.”

      Because Charlotte had no interest in being anyone’s punching bag, least of all her sister’s.

      “Stop trying to psychoanalyze me,” Savannah snapped, her voice rising toward the end. “And stop acting like you have the answers to everything because you don’t.”

      Charlotte’s stomach tightened into knots. “I never said I did.”

      “Oh, but you sure do act like it. I told you before that not everyone has to follow the same path you did, and I meant it. So, if you’re calling to chew me out again, let me stop you there. You’re wasting your time. Just because you’re not happy with your life doesn’t give you the right to rip mine apart.”

      Each word felt like a dagger piercing through Charlotte’s armor.

      As usual, her sister knew exactly where to strike to make her bleed.

      As Charlotte stood in the middle of the empty auditorium, heart pounding in her ears and bile rising in the back of her throat, she realized she had no idea what she was supposed to say next. Or how she was supposed to make things better between them.

      Charlotte opened her mouth and snapped it shut again.

      Savannah’s words were still ringing in her ears as silence stretched between them.

      Was her sister right?

      Was she unhappy in her life?

      It made her feel like she was all alone in the world, like no one knew her at all.

      Savannah released a deep, shaky breath. “I shouldn’t have said that. That was out of line.”

      Charlotte’s ears were still ringing. “I said some things you didn’t like either.”

      Savannah’s just lashing out. That’s why she said those things. You know what she’s like when she’s angry, and you do know how to push her buttons.

      Savannah made a low noise in the back of her throat, and Charlotte heard a door open. A loud cacophony of voices rose, and then the door clicked shut. When Savannah’s voice came back on, it was garbled and unclear. Charlotte pulled the phone away from her ear, stared at it for a few seconds, and then placed it back against her ear.

      Nothing changed.

      Not the tightness in her chest, not her nails digging hard into her palms, and not the hollow ache she felt as she stood there, turning Savannah’s words over and over in her head. By the time Savannah’s voice came back on, still distorted, someone was calling out to her.

      Once the call ended, Charlotte dialed Addison and waited for her to pick up.

      Savannah was wrong.

      She had to be.

      “Hey, how are preparations for the play coming along?”

      “Do you think I’m unhappy?”

      Addison paused. “What?”

      “Do you think I’m unhappy? Do you think that’s why I try to control everything around me and why I’m so hard on Savannah?”

      Addison sighed, and Charlotte heard running water in the background. “Are you two still fighting? What happened? I thought you were going to call her to smooth things over.”

      Charlotte ran a hand over her face. “I was, but then she started saying all of these things about how I’m not happy with my life, and that’s why I’m criticizing hers.”

      Addison exhaled. “You’re tough on her because she needs it. Savannah needs some structure and discipline, and there’s nothing wrong with trying to give her that.”

      “Ad…”

      “Hmm?”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” Charlotte switched the phone to her other ear, and her stomach lurched. “Do you think I’m unhappy?”

      Addison was quiet for so long that it made Charlotte wonder if the line had cut off. She lowered herself onto the floor, tucked her legs under her, and gripped the phone tighter. Before Addison could respond, the doors to the auditorium opened, and a vague silhouette appeared, with hunched shoulders and a hoodie pulled over her head. Charlotte squinted, and a few moments later, she recognized Annie Baker walking toward the stage, her movements sure and precise.
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