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            What’s it About?

          

        

      

    

    
      Three failing families. Two different continents. And one creaky old barn that heals them.

      

      With her marriage over and her kids (mostly) excited about moving to another continent, Natalie’s finally en route to Ireland. There’s a lovely and expansive estate waiting for them in southern Ireland.

      

      Samantha’s bags are packed (again) and she’s ready to jet across the pond as well. She’s said all her goodbyes, and she’s ready to fall in love with new horses in Lismore.

      

      But when they discover that their dear friend Vanessa’s struggling, they reconfigure their plans to rally behind her, because that’s what friends do.

      

      In the meantime, creaky old barns and crumbling old estates don’t just maintain themselves. Can these three best friends patch up the leaks and fix up the creaks in their lives (and their hearts) and find a way forward. . .together?
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            Prologue: Vanessa

          

        

      

    

    
      When we were kids, our trainer leased a very old barn, and that’s where all our horses stayed. It creaked and cried when the wind blew, and I used to pray every night that it wouldn’t fall over on top of my horse. My parents laughed every time I prayed. It was a silly fear, the concern that the old, somewhat dilapidated state of the horses’ shelter might cause them harm.

      A barn’s something most people don’t think about. . .until it breaks.

      Like a barn, horses are taken for granted until they stop working. We call them lame, then. If their hoof has been sore for a year, but they just kept going, if their hip has been bothering them, but they soldiered on, or if their ears itch like the dickens, but they’ve ignored it, we have no way of knowing. Like the barn, small creaks and cries are often ignored.

      Until they can no longer be ignored for another second.

      The horse goes lame. The barn literally falls down. The problems, the strain, the nuisances, they finally insist on being addressed. Horses, like barns, need maintenance to run properly.

      When we ignore that maintenance, we do it at our own peril.

      I’ve been thinking recently that as women, we’re like that too.

      Especially mothers.

      Like the uncomplaining horse, like the overlooked barn, we always come last. We miss out on sleep so our children can feel safe and loved. We eat trash while ensuring the kiddos have the balanced, healthy meals they need to grow. We make it to every meeting, we answer every email, and we glue together every craft board.

      But we ourselves are creaking and crying and miserable.

      And no one notices.

      After Jason died, things only became harder. I suddenly had no one else to pick up the slack. I was propping things up all alone. I didn’t want my kids to suffer, so I took on more, and more, and more. I never creaked. I rarely cried, but all that stiff-upper-lipping takes its toll.

      One day, when the wind blows and blows, I’m not sure how I’ll stay standing. Sometime soon, something has to give.

      I’m afraid it might be me.

      Humans, just like old barns, stoic geldings, and crumbling castles, can only take so much before they break.
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Chapter 1


          

          
            Natalie

          

        

      

    

    
      The devil really is in the frigging details.

      I discovered my husband of twenty years was cheating on me just as I was leaving on a girls’ trip to Ireland. I asked for a divorce immediately upon my return.

      Our house sold so fast that they wanted us out the last week of school. That was fun, with five kids under seventeen. We got our stuff packed up and moved out, but I had nowhere to take it or my kids. . .yet.

      I was in the process of buying an estate in Ireland, but I couldn’t buy it until my divorce was finalized. It was “too complicated, and not court approved,” my lawyer said when I asked to move up the timeline.

      Luckily, I had some leverage over my husband.

      He had been cheating on me with our next door neighbor and my former best friend, Tiffany. She also worked for him, and she’d discovered some information he didn’t want anyone else to know. She gave it to me out of guilt, I suppose, but I was able to threaten to reveal the info if he didn’t give me what I wanted.

      Even so, an agreed divorce in Texas can’t be processed in less than sixty-one days. That meant that I and the kids had over a month with nowhere to live.

      I mean, Mason was homeless too, but he didn’t have four girls and a little boy living with him. I looked for temporary housing, but the biggest I could find was two bedrooms. Two. There are six of us. It’s a very, very tight squeeze, and that’s with my son in with me. Four girls sharing one room results in supersonic levels of sound. But after a few weeks in close quarters, things only got worse. In fact, the way the kids were interacting reminded me of something.

      About fifteen years ago, before Mason’s business took off, I was trying to save some money. I went to Target’s Black Friday midnight opening event, because they were offering half-off an HDTV to the first fifty people at the counter. The people trying to make the first fifty were pulling hair, climbing on furniture, and sliding past other customers like baseball players, all to try and reach the desk first.

      The fighting I saw that night stayed with me.

      And frankly, compared to the way my kids are fighting with each other right now? It was tame. Desperate to get some kind of respite from the squabbling, I search last-minute deals and find two nights in a four-bedroom beach condo in Galveston for a steal.

      Four bedrooms. I can practically feel the space.

      “Everyone grab a swimsuit,” I shout.

      Blaine freezes, her hand still clawing at Amelia’s hair, which she was doing because Amelia said pigs are gross. “A swimsuit?”

      Paul sets his Legos down and turns to face me. “Why do we need swimsuits? Are you going to put us outside, turn on a sprinkler, and lock the door?”

      “I don’t have a sprinkler.” I laugh. “And why would I do that?”

      Paul shrugs. “My friend Ashton said his mom does that at least once a week over the summer.”

      Ashton’s mom is brilliant. If we had more room here. . . “Uh, no. We’re going to the beach down in Galveston for two days.”

      “Galveston?” Hannah squeals. “Can we bring Lynden? She and I really want to get a good tan.”

      “You’re about to move away from her forever, stupid,” Blaine says. “So it doesn’t even matter if you get a tan.”

      Yep, we need a beach day badly. “Do we say stupid?”

      “You don’t,” Clara says. “Blaine says it all the time.”

      I look upward as I pray for patience. “Let me rephrase. We don’t use that word in this house.”

      “Wait. We didn’t use it in our old house?” Paul asks. “Or in this one?”

      “Or maybe she means we don’t use it in God’s house,” Amelia says. “That means the church.” At least Blaine has finally released her hold on Amelia’s hair.

      “That’s a stupid thing to say,” Blaine says. “Why would Mom tell us not to say it in church?”

      I practically explode. “We don’t use that word in any house.” I’m clearly fraying a bit, too. “Look. Everyone gather around.” I point at the small sofa, the two kitchen table chairs and the crappy bean bag I bought so we’d all have a place to sit. “We’re in a very small space, and it’s taking a toll.”

      My kids don’t usually fight. I remind myself of that.

      “Even people you love dearly can get on your nerves when they’re in your face ten hours a day.” I force a smile.

      “What about people you just barely tolerate?” Hannah glares at Blaine. “How will you feel about them when they’re in your face all day?”

      I slam my hand down on the counter. “We will have peace in this family.”

      “Actually,” Clara says, “my sociology teacher said that of the thirty-five hundred years of human existence, there have been less than 3200 years of peace. It’s kind of what we do—we go to war.”

      That’s exactly the helpful kind of detail Clara’s always pulling out.

      “Well, in this house, we will have peace.” I point at the doorway to the small room the four girls are sharing. I know, with all their suitcases, it looks like a bomb went off in a Lululemon warehouse, but surely they can find swimsuits. “Go in there, and find swimsuits that fit you. Put them in a bag, along with some pajamas and at least one respectable outfit for dinner.”

      “Are you sure you’ll be able to tear yourself away from your laptop?” Hannah frowns.

      “I know that I’ve been on it a lot, making plans for the move and the house sale⁠—”

      “And the divorce.” Clara folds her arms.

      I sigh. “That, too.”

      “Will there be sharks there?” Paul asks.

      What? Oh, he means at the beach. “I’m sure there won’t be sharks,” I say. “It’s Galveston.”

      “Actually.” Clara spins her phone around and smirks. “It says there have been almost twenty shark attacks in Galveston.”

      Hannah leans over her shoulder. “That’s in a hundred years, dummy.”

      I grit my teeth.

      “How do you always think you know everything?” Amelia’s glaring at Hannah. “Did God die and put you in charge or something?”

      I want to laugh, but she really shouldn’t be involving God in taking her sister down a peg. “Alright, that’s enough. There won’t be sharks, and we all need to get our swim suits and underwear and pajamas packed. I’ll buy sunblock when I stop for gas.”

      “No sharks?” Paul sighs and his shoulders slump. “But I like sharks.”

      Five-year-old boys are strange.

      A few moments later, we’re all loaded up with relatively few verbal jabs, physical pokes, or hair-pulling. On the ride there, the kids watch the cartoon Spiderman, again. By the time it ends, the girls have no patience left.

      “No more superhero movies. None,” Amelia says.

      “Or I want out of this car,” Blaine says.

      “Oh, please,” Hannah says. “You love them, too.”

      “Do not,” Blaine says.

      “Do so.” Hannah snorts. “I saw you mouthing the words.”

      “Just because I know them doesn’t mean I like it,” Blaine says.

      “Yeah, that’s true,” Amelia says. “Cuz I know you, and clearly. . .”

      “Aren’t twins supposed to be best friends?” Blaine actually sounds hurt. I’ll have to sit them down and talk about that later when there aren’t so many people listening in.

      “Okay,” I say. “I think I have just the movie.” I pull over on the side of the road so I can turn on the first Harry Potter film. “Who could hate this? Magic, owls for pets, and hats that talk.” Surely Paul won’t be frightened, right? I don’t remember anything scary happening until the fourth or fifth one, I’m pretty sure.

      At least once it gets going, everyone quiets down.

      Clara, sitting in the front seat, still has her eyes glued to her phone.

      “So,” I ask. “Are you getting excited about the move? Or are you nervous?”

      She shrugs, never lifting her eyes.

      “Who’re you talking to?”

      Another shrug.

      “Scrolling Instagram?”

      She whips her head sideways. “Mom, we’re about to leave every single person I know, and I’m going to start my senior year on another continent. I’m nervous, alright?”

      That kind of takes me aback. “You said you thought⁠—”

      She rolls her eyes. “Dad was cheating on you. I kind of suspected and didn’t tell you. Of course I told you we could move. If you’d asked me to cut off my big toe and use it as a seed to grow a third arm, I’d have tried to do it.”

      I can hardly breathe. “You don’t want to go to Ireland?”

      She sighs again, this time even bigger, and she turns back to her phone. The rest of the way to the beach, she says nothing.

      We’re almost to the beach when Paul starts shrieking.

      “Whoa!” I say. “What’s going on?”

      Hannah sounds even more annoyed than usual. “It’s just the part where Voldemort drinks unicorn blood.”

      “Wait,” Paul says. “That’s Voldemort?”

      “Yeah,” Clara says. “It’s Professor Quirrell, but Voldemort’s on the back of his head.”

      “Ewww,” Blaine says. “That’s the worst part.”

      “But you just ruined it for him,” Amelia says. “You’re the worst part.”

      “Clara said that,” Blaine says. “Not me.”

      “Shut it off,” I say.

      “You ruin everything,” Amelia mutters.

      “Takes one to know one,” Hannah says.

      “And we’re here,” I say.

      “Can’t wait.” Except Clara really doesn’t sound excited at all.

      Surely the beachy energy, the waves, the sand, and the salt will recharge their joy, right? Only, we’re here for ten minutes, and still, no one can agree on a single thing.

      “I want to dig,” Paul says. “But I don’t have a shovel.”

      We have no beach tools or gear, because we’re living out of suitcases.

      “We don’t even have chairs,” Amelia says. “It’s really hot, and this sucks.”

      We’re living in a temporary house with all our stuff either donated, sold, or in storage. Did she think I’d magic them into existence? “I got drinks,” I remind them. “Grab that little portable cooler.” I point.

      “So we can walk farther down the beach looking for a better spot?” Clara arches one eyebrow. “Mom, the whole thing’s crowded. It’s summer, remember?”

      I slap my head. “Shoot, I forgot. Thanks for reminding me.”

      The kids may not be the only crabby ones.

      I’m considering throwing them all back in the car and making them drive all the way home—we’d get home before nine—when I see the sign.

      Sand Castle Building Classes.

      I whip out my phone and dial the number. “Hello?”

      Twenty-five minutes later, the kids have tacos from Taco Cabana, and we’re a few miles down the beach. There are way fewer people in Jamaica Beach, and there’s a woman waving at me from the driveway of the cutest little beachfront shop I’ve ever seen. A hundred and eighty dollars later, we all have sand carving tools, and that same woman’s teaching us how to make sand castles. So what if it cost as much as our condo?

      Can you put a price on joy? Apparently you can.

      “The most important part of building a sand castle is understanding how sand and water work together.” She smiles. “Every gorgeous sand castle’s built with the same pancake method.” The woman reaches into a bucket, grabs a hand of slop sand, plops it on the ground beside her and shakes it until it’s no longer moving. “One, two, three, jiggle, stop,” she says. “This is where things usually go wrong. If you shake it one second too long, it all collapses.”

      Paul turns out to be the best at the pancake part, though his towers wind up shifting sideways pretty often. Since he’s five, he still gets frustrated with his shortcomings. “Why can’t I make mine straight?” His lower lip wobbles.

      “You’re actually way better than me,” Hannah says. “You can be the chief pancake-engineer.”

      “If you want to make the leaning tower of Pizza,” Blaine says.

      “It’s Pisa,” Clara says. “Geez.”

      Blaine frowns. “Pizza’s cooler.”

      “Crooked towers are okay,” the woman says. She redirects the kids quite well. “You can do a lot with angled towers, including connecting the two, like this.” She walks them through holding their hands under the future arch and then slinging wet sand up just as she did to build the towers until they’re connected. Her smile’s calm and steady. “Now, the next thing we do is the annealing, or smoothing the sand down so we can start cleaning it up and carving it.”

      She demonstrates techniques for steps, stone work, and doorways using various shaping tools, like skinny spatulas, little brushes, tiny loops for fine details, and more. “Really, what you can dream, you can do,” she says. “And the best part is, if you mess up, it’s no big deal. It’s just sand, and you can always start over.”

      Within half an hour, I have to start wondering whether the sand castles might be more magical than Hogwarts. My kids stop fighting. As the sun begins to set, they’re all working together, urging one another on.

      “Come join our team,” Paul says. “We’re totally going to win.”

      “You already have three people,” Blaine complains. “And I’m stuck with sucky Amelia.”

      Okay, so they’re still fighting a little. It’s as much progress as I could expect. I realize, as the sun actually sets, that they aren’t going to just quit building on their own. “Hey, guys. It’s almost dark.” I point at the brilliant sunset. “We probably should head out.”

      “I can’t believe it’s just going to be washed away in the morning.” Clara sits back, frowning at the castle she and Hannah built with Paul.

      “It is?” Paul’s eyes widen. “Why?”

      “The tide comes in,” I say. “As the water rises, this will be washed away.”

      Paul’s shoulders sag. “We did all that work for nothing?”

      I snap a photo of them. “Smile, guys.” I snap a few more. “It’s not nothing. We had a fun time, right?” As I’m taking another shot, Paul stands up and kicks the side of their castle, collapsing the entire left side.

      “What was that?” Hannah asks, waving her hands. “Hey.”

      But Paul’s still going. He’s kicking and smashing his way through their entire castle.

      “We win,” Blaine says. “Ours is the nicest.”

      Clara kicks theirs.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “It’s all going to be washed away anyway.” Amelia smashes the rest of it.

      “This is what humans do, Mom,” Clara says. “We destroy things.”

      As she turns and walks back toward the car, I scramble around putting the expensive tools we bought into our buckets. I can’t help wondering whether my kids have become this nihilistic thanks to me and my decision to leave Mason. I know myself—I couldn’t have salvaged things with him. Our family was ruined by his actions, and it wasn’t my fault.

      But I’m worried that, as a human, I’m only able to destroy things, and clearly my kids have a great need right now of being built back up. I’m not in the best frame of mind that night, around ten-thirty, when Mason calls.

      “What?” I ask. “Some issue with the settlement proposal I sent?”

      He grunts. “Hannah sent me a photo of sand. Where are you?”

      “The temporary housing’s horrible,” I say. “I drove the kids down to Galveston for a few days.”

      “Must be nice,” he mutters.

      “Nice?” I hate how shrill my voice sounds.

      “Yeah, nice,” he says. “You’re at the beach, and I’m stuck at work. I wasn’t even notified my kids were leaving the city.”

      “Soon, they’ll be leaving the country. Maybe this is a good chance for you to get used to the idea.”

      I know he’s fuming. He has been every single time our move has come up. The only reason he hasn’t fought me on it, other than the fact that I don’t think he wants to try and manage the kids alone, is that he cares more about losing his slush fund and paying the IRS for all the money he’s kept off the books than he cares about the kids.

      “It’s irresponsible,” Mason says. “All of it is.”

      “The beach?” I snort. “I got this place for⁠—”

      “Not the beach.” He’s the one snorting now. “This whole Ireland thing. For the first time in your life, you have money, thanks to your dad, I might add, not from anything you did, and now you’re about to go blow it all on a mansion you can’t afford trying to run a business for the first time in your life.”

      A pang of fear strikes my heart, because what if he’s right? What if I can’t do this? What if I am about to throw away all the inheritance my dad left me, the first nice thing my dad ever really did for me, on a place I have no idea how to manage or make profitable?

      And I’m dragging my poor kids and my friend along with me.

      “Are you still there?” Mason coughs. “Look, maybe I was too harsh, but it’s not going to be easy to run that place, and you have five kids to care for. That’s why you never worked, really, because you had a different job. An unpaid one. The kids need you more than ever now, and if you just stay in Austin⁠—”

      “I can’t go through this whole thing again,” I say. “I just can’t.”

      “Natalie,” Mason says, “I actually called to try and say something nice. I’m sorry—I get upset. I get really upset. But what I wanted to say was, if this is a mistake, and I think it is, you can always bring them back here. I would really, really love to try and give us another chance. I’ll be waiting here for you, however long it takes.”

      Waiting in Austin. . .hoping I fail? How typically Mason.

      “Uh, thanks.” I sigh. “But I really, really hope that I don’t fail.” I can’t help adding. “Again.” Because at the end of the day, I think my biggest failure is about to be left behind me.

      Or at least, I sure hope so.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Vanessa

          

          Nineteen Years Before

        

      

    

    
      I spend an hour choosing my outfit, half an hour practicing my interview responses in front of the mirror, and another fifteen minutes debating which shoes to wear.

      I really, really need this job.

      I know absolutely nothing about working at a quarry, but when I saw the position paid eleven dollars an hour and it’s only a block away from the bus stop, I knew it would fix all my problems.

      In Florida, it would have been so easy for me to find a job.

      I could have worked at a local barn. My Dad would have employed me. A dozen different friends would have found me part-time work. But here, in Colorado, I literally know one person: my grandmother. And while I so appreciate Grandma Ann for paying for my tuition and my housing, she literally writes a check for that exact amount of what’s due.

      That means everything else I need—any food I want that’s not in the cafeteria, any toiletries, the cost of a movie, new clothing or a coat, coffee—I have to figure out how to pay for all of that myself. When I asked Mom and Dad—with the last few minutes that remained on my phone card—what I should do, I kind of hoped they might offer to chip in a little.

      Mom just snorted. “You’re lucky your grandmother thinks college is worth it, or you’d still be sweating down here in Florida.”

      “Is she asking for money? Tell her to find a job,” Dad shouted over her shoulder. “She doesn’t really need any of them fancy coffees.”

      I sighed.

      And I started looking for a job.

      The problem is that most of the things close to here that I can do around my college schedule don’t pay much at all—minimum wage of $4.25 an hour doesn’t add up fast, and once they take out the portion for FICA, whoever that is, it’s really not much. I found that out when I was working at the school library. Then they had budget cuts and even that position disappeared. Since losing that job, a job I only had for six weeks, I’ve gone to four interviews, and I haven’t been offered a single job yet.

      I found this listing online, and I’ll need to leave campus, but it’s worth it. It pays more than double what any of the close positions pay.

      It’s not very cold yet, and my jacket—which is all I ever needed down in Florida—is already feeling a little thin. I really need to save for a decent coat, gloves, and new shoes. Plus, as much as Dad mocks me for it, a fluffy, sugary coffee now and then would be pretty nice. When I finally reach the right bus stop and hop off, my stomach’s churning.

      I read the listing one more time, just to remind myself how great it is.

      Wanted: Local quarry requires Friday (and occasional Saturday) secretarial coverage. Friendly employees, flexible hours, and optional medical insurance plan. Must have good organizational skills, interpersonal skills, and computer and phone competency. Proficiency with Microsoft Excel a plus.

      I knew nothing about Microsoft Excel except that it’s used to make spreadsheets, but the listing says it’s a plus, so maybe no one else who applies will know it either. I glance down at my scuffed black heels, the toe of which I touched up with a Sharpie. They look pretty good, I think.

      When I finally get there, the quarry has a big old sign by the road. BARTLETT FAMILY QUARRY. The building near the road’s old, made of plain grey cinderblock, but it looks heated and cooled, which is a big plus. The windows could use some cleaning, and the decor’s basically nonexistent. A big truck rumbles past, dust from the gravel drive puffing up around me as I duck into the office.

      “Be there in a minute,” a voice calls from a back room.

      It is a Friday, so maybe they don’t have anyone to answer the door. The phone starts ringing, and the same guy swears pretty loudly. When he finally sprints through the door and grabs the phone, I’m glad of the distraction.

      Because he’s handsome.

      Like, movie star handsome, if movie stars wore tattered old jeans and had dust smeared across their faces. Even disheveled, he looks like he’s posing for an advertisement for distressed jeans or something. His hair falls down across his eyes, and he smiles. “No, I told you it would be ready next week, and that’s when it will be. There’s no jumping the line, Frank. You know that.” He’s still smiling, and it’s quite distracting. A small dimple shows up on his left side of his wide mouth, and I can’t help staring. He hangs up the phone.

      I shake my head and remind myself why I’m here. “I’m Vanessa⁠—”

      He holds up his hand, not looking at me. “Hang on one second.” He’s jotting something down on a piece of paper. Then he finally looks up. “Sorry about that. I’m a terrible secretary.”

      I’m not sure about that. I’d patiently wait for him as long as he needed. “I’m guessing that’s not really your job.”

      He gestures at his coveralls. “What gave it away?” He chuckles. “But you might be here for the job?”

      I nod. “I sure hope so.”

      “You live around here?” His nose scrunches. “I’ve never seen you before.”

      “Do you know everyone who lives here?” I raise my eyebrows.

      He shrugs. “Yeah, pretty much.” He wipes his hand across his forehead where the dust smear is, but it doesn’t get better. It just spreads the smear further.

      I can’t help smiling a little more.

      “I bet I look pretty bad,” he says.

      I can feel the heat in my face. “You look just fine.”

      His eyes widen. “Well, let me get the owners for you. They’ll be happy to give you more information.”

      I’m actively sad when he leaves, but it’s for the best. I sound like a flirty, idiotic teenager when he’s in the room. When the older couple with greying hair comes into the office, the man clearly close somehow with the young guy, I can’t help being a little relieved.

      Over the next few minutes, I answer a sequence of questions, and I feel like I’m answering them pretty well. So when, a half an hour later, the woman shakes my hand and says she’ll be in touch, I’m optimistic. I’m on my way out the door when the young guy from the beginning intercepts me on my way back to the bus stop. I glance at his name tag on the coveralls—Jason—and smile. “Hey. Maybe I’ll see you soon.”

      He grimaces. “About that, I talked to the owners. Apparently they just found out that their cousin needs a job and. . .” He shrugs. “I’m sorry.”

      I really want to swear under my breath, but I don’t. It’s not quite the image I want to portray, even if he swore earlier. “It’s fine.”

      “Has it been hard finding a good job?” He looks like he feels sorry for me, and that’s not a great feeling.

      “I don’t need a ton of hours,” I say. “I’m in college.” I point toward the bus stop, like somehow the direction of my finger will verify that I really am a student. “I just need a part-time job so I can, you know, buy toothpaste and a real coat. Maybe some new shoes.”

      “I like those shoes.” He tosses his head and smiles that one-dimpled smile again. “But you know, I hear there’s a place that’s hiring not too far from here.”

      “Really?” We’ve reached the bus stop. “Because I don’t have a car. So it needs to be close to the bus stop.”

      He nods his head. “Yep, it’s right off the blue line.” He pulls a piece of paper out of his pocket and hands it to me. “That’s the company. Call them in the morning, and tell them Jason said you’d be great for the office manager job.”

      “Whoa, office manager? I don’t know.” I splutter. “I’m not—I mean, I haven’t ever run—and I don’t have time for⁠—”

      “Relax.” He laughs. “It’s a small, family business and they don’t have an office manager right now. You could do it in a day or maybe two a week, and I hear it pays fifteen bucks an hour.”

      My eyes must bug out, because he laughs again.

      “Don’t get too excited. It’s a tiny office, and you might hate it.”

      I shake my head. “I really, really doubt that. It sounds like an answer to some fervent prayers.” I swallow. “Not that—I mean, if you don’t pray, then what I mean is⁠—”

      He laughs again. “You’re cute, you know that?” He smiles again, and then he jogs back toward the quarry office and disappears behind the back of the building.

      I didn’t find out that there wasn’t really a cousin until almost a year later. Jason had told his family friends, the Bartletts, not to hire me. He had called his parents and begged them to hire for an office manager job, and he told them he’d already found the perfect person, a nerdy, cute college girl whom he was sure was brilliant. They’d been a little irritated when he told them they had to pay me fifteen bucks an hour.

      But later, they all agreed I was worth it.

      Their bookkeeping was in shambles.

      That job saved me at the time, and Jason and I spent a lot of time together over the following year. When we got engaged, his parents’ favorite story was telling everyone how he torpedoed my first job so that he could get me in to work for his family.

      When we got married, they didn’t tire of the story. In fact, right up until he died, Jason’s dad was telling that story with a goofy grin on his face. I’m pretty sure all three of our kids know the story by heart.

      I still remember the adorable smile that won me over at first glance.
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      When my husband proposed, I didn’t mumble, I didn’t hem, and I didn’t haw. I didn’t carefully, cautiously say yes either.

      No, that day, when he dropped down on one knee, I shouted yes. “A million, billion times yes.” I had tears streaming from my eyes. I bounced up and down. I knew, I just knew that Jason was the one for me. He had lit me up inside, and he was the single best person I had ever met.

      In general, I’m also just not the kind of person who says no.

      I move ahead with things. I find ways to make them happen. When my tiny son, Trace, came to me at the age of three and told me he wanted to learn karate so he could protect me and Jason from any bad guys, I found him a studio where he could learn. I took him for years, in spite of being pregnant, in spite of having to drag another baby along with me.

      I make things happen.

      I’m a yes woman. I just am. It’s who I am.

      So when my brother-in-law steals my company, and when I think about suing him for it, I want to say yes. I want to go after him and get Jason’s and my money back for my kids. But for the first time, saying yes might harm another member of my family, and that makes it difficult.

      In the end, I decide to let it go.

      My mother-in-law Trisha is an absolute saint. Whenever she’s lucid enough to remember what Jeremy did, taking advantage of our failure to complete the proper paperwork so he could force a sale of a company Jason and I revived and grew, a company we’d already paid him for his share of years ago, she gets angry. She wants me to fight him on it. She’s the first one to raise and shake a pitchfork.

      But she has intermittent senility, and she’s not a reliable witness.

      And also, when she’s not entirely herself, she’d see the heart of it all, and she’d be hurt the worst by it. It has to be hard to know that your only remaining child and your beloved daughter-in-law are at war.

      It would hurt her. How could it not?

      So I say no, repeatedly, to my sons, to my daughter, and to myself. I say no to my lawyer, and I force myself to let go of my frustration and my sense of betrayal, and my heartache, and I start to forge a path for my little family’s future here in Colorado, a path not paved with anger and demands.

      It’s harder to say yes when you’re all by yourself.

      It’s harder to do almost everything when you’re alone. When you marry someone, you stand beside them and you promise to always be there. You promise to have their back. You promise to hold their hand. You promise to wipe their tears when things go wrong. You know that, no matter what mistakes you make, no matter what storms come your way, you won’t have to weather them alone.

      But sometimes heart attacks steal that from you.

      Sometimes life has a way of taking your best-laid plans and just wrecking them and leaving you raw and hurting. That’s how I’ve felt for a few years now. And when, not long ago, I went with my two best childhood friends on a girls’ trip to Ireland, we made a plan. We were going to sell up, pull out, and move to another continent. We were going to buy a massive, majestic, delightful estate in Ireland and run it as a hotel. Or would it be an inn? With just ten or twelve rooms we rented with activities to do onsite, I’m not sure what we’d call it, but to me, it sounded like a dream come true.

      I wouldn’t be alone anymore.

      I’d have the support of people I trusted and loved, people I’ve known for a lifetime now.

      The property itself is unbelievably cool. It has a massive tennis court with two different playing surfaces. Is that really a court? Maybe it’s more of a tennis plaza. I don’t know how to play tennis, so I have no idea what to even call it, but I know horse words. And this place has not one, but two barns. One of them’s massive, creaky, and stunning. The other’s mostly a hay barn, but when you have a lot of horses, that’s almost as important as the regular one.

      The estate has walking trails and massive, sprawling pastures.

      For the first time in years, the idea of going there, the idea of doing this insane thing, of uprooting my family, of finding a new place that isn’t full of haunting memories and difficult obstacles, well, it’s refreshing. I found myself full of dreams and a renewed desire to say yes.

      At least, I was, right up until Trish had a stroke, and an already difficult situation worsened. I’ve been here every day since, at the hospital, holding her hand. I bring my laptop so she can watch her favorite shows. I bring treats I know she likes. And I read the books I know she loves the most. The complete collection of Jane Austen. Anne of Green Gables, et al. Little House on the Prairie. Basically, all the books she wanted to read to the daughters she never had.

      I haven’t been totally alone. My son Trace has come once. My son Bryce has come half a dozen times. My little daughter has come with me every single day.

      It’s easier to ignore homework when you’re in second grade.

      My job isn’t very happy with me, but I’m making it work. I get my reports done every single day, even if I don’t get them sent until close to ten p.m. I have made every meeting, albeit many by zoom. Somehow, I’m managing to be a good daughter-in-law, a mediocre single mom, and a non-fireable employee.

      Who says you can’t do it all?

      I’m starting to feel a little frazzled, though. I won’t lie.

      “What’s that smell?” Trina frowns. She sniffs the air. “It smells like. . .like Burger King.”

      Last night, Trish didn’t want me to go. She cried when I tried to leave at eight, and with her somewhat slurred speech, it broke my heart. I stayed an extra hour until she fell asleep, but then when I got home, my reports took me forever. I got them finished just before midnight and passed out. When my alarm went off at five-thirty, I slept through it.

      And that meant I didn’t have time to shower.

      I’m almost certain the smell my daughter’s objecting to is me.

      “Hey, you’re supposed to be doing your math.” I  point. “Stop trying to convince me to get you fast food.”

      She rolls her eyes. “How can I do my math when someone smells like. . .” She scrunches her nose. “Yucky, stinky onions.”

      “Onions.” Trish shakes her head. Her speech is improving every day. “I love onions, if they’re cooked, so flavorful. I hate them when they’re raw.”

      I can’t help smiling. The little spats Trish and her late husband, my father-in-law, had whenever he ate raw onions, still make me laugh. She would refuse to kiss him, because she insisted he stank. “You really don’t like raw onions,” I say. “That’s true.”

      “Me neither,” Trina says. “They’re gross. And they smell.”

      I hop up. “I’m going to use the restroom. Be right back.” I point again. “Math.”

      Trish laughs. “I’ll keep her on task.”

      I’m literally in the bathroom with my shirt off, splashing water on my armpits and then patting them dry, when I hear the exterior door to Trish’s room open.

      “Is Vanessa here?” It’s Jeremy’s voice. “I need to see her.”

      A tiny spike of adrenaline shoots through me every time he shows up. I hate seeing him, even now. I let things go, but it’s hard to really let things go. I love Trish more than I detest her son, so I dry off, use the deodorant I keep in my purse for days like today, and hope my shirt doesn’t smell too bad as I force myself back into the room. “What’s up?”

      Jeremy smiles when he sees me, and it’s the one thing that transforms his pretty boy face into something that looks recognizably like his much more masculine brother. Every time he does it, beams at me, it’s hard for me to hate him. How can I hate a smile I loved so very dearly for almost my entire adult life?

      “You shouldn’t come while she’s here,” Trish says. “I made you promise that you’d come in the morning so she can visit in the afternoon, and she doesn’t have to deal with you.”

      My daughter snorts.

      “She’s going to have to get over that,” Jeremy says, “and I have a way to help her.”

      Help me? The first time he helped me, he gave my son pot. Trace is struggling with it still. The most recent time he helped me, he stole half my money. I really can’t even think about what additional help he might offer. I’m not sure our family can survive it. “What?” I gesture. “As you can see, I’m helping with homework and reading your mother a book. Which of those tasks did you want to help with?”

      Trish snorts, too. There’s generally a lot of snorting when Jeremy’s around.

      He frowns. “No, what I mean is. . .” He turns on his heel. “Mom, you can keep an eye on the math for a minute, right?” He hands her the book. “And you know how to read. Your mind wanders sometimes, but it still works.”

      Trish laughs. “Yes, it still works most of the time.” She lifts her eyebrow and glances at Trina. “I even still recall how to do adding and subtracting facts.”

      Trina groans.

      Usually Trish has my back, but now she’s. . .what? What is she doing? “Fine.”

      “Let’s go grab dinner. Trace told me he and Bryce are coming by in half an hour. We can bring back food for everyone.”

      I may as well get it over with, whatever it is. “Yes,” I say. Because I like to say yes. “But you’re paying.”

      “Of course.” He beams.

      And I can’t help it. I like it when he smiles. It’s the one time I don’t want to punch him.

      “Do you want burgers?” I ask Trina. “Or are you still upset about the smell of onions?” I can’t help my smirk. If I do still stink, it serves Jeremy right for barging in and demanding I leave and get food with him.

      Trina shrugs. “Sure. I like burgers. But I don’t want onions on mine, not cooked or raw.” The faces she makes still crack me up.

      Once I grab my purse and walk out the door, I expect Jeremy to get right to the point. He’s not usually one for beating around the bush, at least, not unless he’s trying to defraud me while I obliviously sign over powers of attorney and leave the country like an idiot. “What is it?” I ask, as we leave the hospital. “Just tell me.”

      Jeremy freezes, his brow furrowed as he turns toward me. “What?”

      I roll my eyes and my feelings are so big and so deeply felt that my whole body shifts with the tiny movement. “What do you want? Why are we really going on a burger run?”

      “I figured I’d buy you dinner,” he says. “You and all the kids.”

      “That’s what Venmo’s for, or UberEats.” I start walking again, refusing to give him some kind of grand moment for his next stupid demand. “Just tell me what you want, or what you’ve done, or what you’re planning so I can go ahead and tell you no.”

      His lip curls. “I worry about you, you know. I really do.” He steps toward me, reaching one hand out.

      I struggle not to recoil or slap him. I do brush his hand away. I’m proud of how polite I am about it.

      “You know, Vanessa, you were the brightest, the most beautiful, the most amazing woman I had ever met, and when Jason died. . .”

      I practically leap backward. This is going someplace really weird. “Actually, let’s just get the burgers, and⁠—”

      “You said you wanted to know,” Jeremy says. “Do you remember the story of how you and Jason met? You wanted a job—needed a job—and he kept you from getting it. He told the Bartletts that you weren’t a good fit, and then he convinced you to come work for our family business instead.”

      “Heavy Lifting paid more, and I was perfect for that job.”

      Jeremy smiles again. “Yes, that’s true, but that job didn’t even exist. He forced Mom and Dad to make it up so he could be your boss, so you would be impressed by him. Instead of a day laborer, like he was at the quarry, at Heavy Lifting, he was the future owner. He saw your bright, amazing attributes from the very first day, and he wanted to be able to impress you.”

      What he’s saying is mostly true, so I shrug.

      “The reason I sold Heavy Lifting⁠—”

      “My company. The reason you sold my company and kept half.” I fold my arms.

      He sighs, casting his eyes skyward. “The reason I sold it, was that⁠—”

      “Vanessa!” The voice is loud and sharp, but it’s a voice I’d know anywhere.

      When I snap my head to the left, my darling, brilliant, wonderful friend Samantha’s striding purposefully toward me, and she’s glaring daggers at Jeremy. “Hello, Voldemort.”

      The strangled sound he makes is absolutely hilarious. Whatever he wants to say is just going to have to wait. I can’t believe Samantha’s here.

      “Why are you—I didn’t know you were coming.” I open my arms.

      She steps into a big, double-arm hug. “I had a feeling you needed reinforcements.”

      “You couldn’t have come at a worse time,” Jeremy mutters.

      “I think we’ll have to disagree on that,” Samantha says, releasing me. “But then, I imagine we’ll disagree on a great deal of things.” She narrows her eyes. “Or, while I’m here, you could just. . .” She waves her hand. “Scurry away somewhere and hide like snakes are supposed to do so they don’t lose their heads.”

      I laugh. “Okay, Jeremy, you were just telling me that Jason had torpedoed my job at the quarry, and you were doing. . .the same thing for some reason?”

      He scowls and shakes his head. “I’ll tell you another time.” He brightens. “How about breakfast tomorrow morning?”

      I sigh. “Sure.”

      Samantha grabs my arm. “We’ll see.”

      Jeremy disappears a moment later, because nothing can really withstand Hurricane Samantha. Once he’s gone, I don’t even miss him. Maybe I can come up with an excuse to skip breakfast.

      The problem with living near family is that even if you delay, it’s not like you can avoid them forever. That means that, sooner or later, I’m going to find out whatever his flimsy reason is for forcing the sale of my company and stealing half of the proceeds.
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      Horses in pain can’t tell anyone about it.

      There are signs, if you know what to look for, but sadly, you often only really understand what they meant after that fact. I had this one horse, a horse I adored, who started to stumble on his right side. He’d had an abscess, which is an infection in his hoof, and we had to trim the hoof way back afterward. With one long hoof in front, and one short foot, stumbling made sense.

      So we ignored it.

      I mean, we watched it, and I took careful note of it, especially the time the stumble happened after a jump and he almost rolled over me. But sadly, even when he did things that were totally out of character, like bucking me after a stumble, I ignored it. I figured that as his hooves evened out, he would stop stumbling. I didn’t think about the fact that this horse never bucked me, so bucking me after he stumbled was clearly his way of telling me something was wrong.

      Because it was a symptom of a larger issue, the stumbling didn’t stop. . .not until he finally went lame. He was jumping right up until a week before he wasn’t sound. That’s just the kind of horse he was. Above all else, he wanted to make me happy. He wanted to make everyone happy, but especially me.

      The lameness was mild at first.

      He had a slight limp at the trot, and only when he was turning right.

      After a few days of rest and some Bute (horse Tylenol) didn’t help, we started to realize it might be something serious. My parents had a local vet check him out, and strangely, his feet didn’t block off sound. That meant the problem wasn’t in his coffin bone or hoof. We took some basic radiographs, but there wasn’t anything obvious that would cause his problems. A week or two later, we took him to a performance vet, because nothing was making sense.

      An exam, several blocks, and a whole pile of x-rays later, and we had our answer: osteoarthritis of the pastern.

      It’s painful.

      It’s degenerative.

      It had been causing the stumbling for a while.

      There had been plenty of signs, if I’d understood what they meant, but I hadn’t been able to put them together. I wasn’t educated enough, and I wasn’t observant enough, and I was late to the party. From that day onward, so for more than twenty years now, I’ve wished horses could talk. I’ve wished they could just tell us what was hurting, so that we could get to a solution faster, easier, and with better results.

      I’ve decided, as a nurse practitioner, that although women can and often do talk—sometimes too much—we frequently don’t say the things that really matter. I’ve been too far away from my dear friend Vanessa for too long, but in Ireland it became clear that she’s been in pain. Her issue may not be degenerative, and we may be able to fix it, but you can’t fix what you don’t understand. When she told us she was coming to Ireland, I rejoiced.

      We all did.

      It was a chance for us to become a family again, the way we were family back in Florida, the way we’ve been family for one week a year ever since. After dealing with Brent, I really need family like that again. Family that puts me first. Family that loves me no matter what.

      My family’s great, but as the only childless one, I’m usually an afterthought. They also do not get my love of horses at all.

      When Vanessa canceled her plans to join us because her old and sick mother-in-law had gotten a bit sicker, I knew I had to fly out and spend time around Vanessa, watching more closely. I’m looking for the signs and clues to find out what she needs to be better. In cases like this, early treatment is key. I don’t want Vanessa to hurt any longer or any more than she has to, if there’s any way for me to help.

      After two and a half minutes with her, I’m already pretty sure I know the problem. He’s stomping away from us right this very moment.

      “Good riddance,” I mutter.

      “I can’t believe you’re here,” Vanessa says.

      “I should’ve come way before now.” My shoulders droop. “I’m sorry I didn’t, but I’m here now. And I’m going to do anything I can to help you.”

      “Thank you,” Vanessa says, “but I’m really fine. There’s nothing you can do, and with the amount of time I’ve been spending at the hospital, I’m afraid I won’t be able to show you around Colorado or do much of anything fun at all. Even if I wanted to, I can’t. If I miss any more time at work, I’ll lose my job. I’m on very thin ice as it is.”

      I frown.

      “You should probably have called. I’d have told you not to come.”

      She’d have kept right on trotting, stumbling occasionally, just doing what had to be done until she broke herself, until the pastern arthritis took her out. “I know.”

      “You know?” Vanessa blinks. “You know what?” She narrows her eyes at me.

      “Let’s go grab food—that’s what you were doing, I imagine?”

      “Are you psychic now?” Her eyebrows shoot up.

      I chuckle. “You have three kids and you’re at a hospital where the food sucks. It doesn’t take a psychic.”

      “I guess not.” She’s grinning. “Trina’s expecting burgers.”

      “We better not disappoint her, then.” I point at the door. “I’m paying, and you have to eat, so where are the best burgers around here?”

      “Oh, that would be Bob’s Atomic Burgers, for sure,” Vanessa says. “It’s a bit of a drive.”

      “That’ll give us some time to talk.” I smile. “And that’s sort of the point. Are the kids okay there while we drive?”

      “It’s just Trina right now, but sure,” Vanessa says. “Even if Trish gets fuzzy, there are hospital personnel around. They’ll keep an eye on her. We’ve been here every day after school for moral support for a while.”

      “Should we take Trina with us?” I wince. “She’s only seven, right?”

      Vanessa shakes her head. “Trust me. The nurses know Trina, and Trish is way happier with her there. They’ll keep an eye out. It’s not that far away, and sometimes Trish helps Trina with her homework.”

      “Wait, why did you say she’s still in the hospital? Didn’t you say she wasn’t mentally there?” I feel almost certain Vanessa said she suffered from dementia, and I would never leave a seven-year-old alone with a dementia patient.

      Vanessa sighs. “Trish’s case is weird.” She clicks a button and a beat-up old minivan chirps. “She’ll be totally fine every time you talk to her for weeks sometimes, and then her condition just deteriorates. But since she had her stroke and she’s been stuck in the hospital, she’s been perfectly fine. Today, she sounded better than she has in a long while.”

      That makes almost no sense. I clear my throat. “But dementia’s progressive. She might have intermittent lucidity, but it should be short-lived and erratic.”

      Vanessa slides into the driver’s seat and motions for me to get in.

      I have to move about four half-empty water bottles, a handful of receipts, two empty yogurt—whoops, mostly empty—cups, and a box of Kleenexes with just two left at the bottom.

      “Sorry it’s messy,” Vanessa says. “Usually no one sits in the front, now that Trace can drive.”

      “The kid who’s high all the time?”

      Vanessa cringes. “Yeah, I do take his keys away sometimes, but he’s doing better right now.”

      They aren’t my kids, so it’s not my business unless she invites me to ask. That probably means I shouldn’t sleuth about her mother-in-law either, but since she’s the reason Vanessa’s not coming to Ireland, I can’t help myself. “So what I was saying before is that usually patients with dementia progressively worsen in a predictable slope. They may have periods of returning lucidity, but they’re brief. How long has it been since the stroke?”
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