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To women.


We’re stronger than we look.










PART ONE



Shattered


Like one, that on a lonesome road


Doth walk in fear and dread,


And having once turned round walks on,


And turns no more his head;


Because he knows, a frightful fiend


Doth close behind him tread.


—SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE










Chapter One



The back room of Next Chapter bookstore tended toward organized chaos. The small space held a counter, a couple of stools, shelves crammed with books. Boxes of books yet unopened were stacked along one of the short walls.


Arden knew where everything was, down to the extra pens, the rolls of tape, the box cutters, the printer paper, the Sam’s Club M&M’s. And all the rest.


She’d worked part-time in the bookstore since she’d moved from the Columbus suburbs to the Short North with her college degree hot in her hand.


Considering her major in English lit, most expected her to go into teaching.


Instead, she’d written a book.


It had taken her more than a year, juggling her college, then her work schedule and what barely passed as a social life, but she’d done it. It took months more to find an agent who’d take her and Whispers on. More months before the agent performed the miracle of selling the manuscript.


Now, two years and nine months after she’d sat at the keyboard and faced the first blank screen, she’d accomplished what she’d set out to do.


She held on, gratefully, to the fact no one could ever take that away from her. Whether or not she sold a single copy, whether or not everyone who bought or borrowed it thought it stank, she’d sold and published a book.


The proof stood in stacks on the counter of the back room of Next Chapter.


Where in about five minutes, she’d face her first event.


She knew how signings and readings worked. As a bookseller, she’d helped run plenty of them. But now instead of managing the line or ringing up sales, she’d be the one sitting at the table, signing a book with her name on the cover.


Whispers by Arden Bowie.


Because it made her giddy, Arden picked up a book from the stack just to look at it again.


Her name on the cover, her words inside.


She had friends and family coming, so she would sign at least a handful. Amazing, she thought, and after giving the cover a stroke, set it back down again.


In a few minutes, she’d be the one smiling and chatting and pretending she knew what the hell she was doing.


She felt a little bit sick.


She’d handle it. Maybe she’d been born an introvert, but she’d taught herself to be outgoing, she reminded herself. A good thing, as she’d been taller than most of the boys her age, and gawky with it.


Tall, gawky, with hair just red enough to make her feel awkward? A natural outcast if she hadn’t pushed herself.


Then when her parents hadn’t come home from their date night, when they’d been two of the fatalities when a sixteen-wheeler had skidded on icy roads, she’d been the orphan. The fourteen-year-old orphan who’d had to move from Brooklyn to Columbus, Ohio, and the home of an aunt and uncle and two cousins she barely knew.


She’d been the angry, grief-soaked kid without a choice.


She hadn’t made it easy for them, but gave herself a break there. They certainly had given her one.


They were out there now. Her aunt Jen, uncle Doug, her cousins Zoey—and her fiancé, Boone—and Travis and his wife of eight months, April.


They’d given her back what that terrible night in February had taken away, and she’d never forget it.


She opened one of the books stacked on the counter to the dedication page.


To family, lost and found.


She thought of her parents, hoped they’d be proud she’d done what she’d wanted and needed to do.


Then closed the book.


Terri, the manager and five-foot-two powerhouse, stepped in.


“About ready?”


“Yeah, sure.”


Had to be, wanted to be, would be.


“We’ve a nice crowd.”


Arden had stuck to the back room because she hadn’t wanted to see. “Really?”


“Eighty-six by my count.”


“Really?” Arden repeated. She’d have done a tap dance for half that number. “That’s a solid number for a Tuesday night, and a weight off. I know what it takes to put one of these on, and I’m so grateful.”


“You know we enjoyed every minute. It’s the first time we’ve done an author event for one of our own. And I told you I loved the book.”


“You have to say that.”


“I don’t have to mean it, but I do.” Terri reached up, patted her hands on Arden’s cheeks. “And you look great.”


“Thanks.”


She’d bought the short, simple dark green dress because she’d wanted new for this first time. And thought it looked professional but not stuffy paired with tights and boots—also new. Flat-heeled, as at five-eleven she didn’t need the height.


“Hair okay?” She patted at the hair, freshly bobbed at her jawline.


“It’s perfect. Lana’s warming them up. I’m going to introduce you, then it’s off and running. You’re going to have fun.”


If she didn’t babble, or freeze or choke.


But Arden stepped out, plastered the welcoming smile—she’d practiced—on her face.


The little-bit-sick ebbed when she saw people in the event area. And went away altogether when she found her family.


Terri stepped up. “Welcome, everyone. Some of you already know Arden Bowie, as she’s part of the team here at Next Chapter. And we’re excited to have her here tonight signing her debut novel, Whispers. Trust me, reading it’s going to keep you up late tonight. Arden’s going to give you a little preview of why you’ll need an extra shot of coffee in the morning. Let’s give a Next Chapter welcome to our own Arden Bowie.”


They applauded. Really, Arden thought, what choice did they have? But she appreciated it, even the hoots her cousin Travis let fly.


“Thank you, Terri, and thanks to my teammates at Next Chapter, the best independent bookstore in Ohio.”


She heard her voice carry through the room, relieved that it sounded strong and clear.


“And thanks to all of you for coming out on this cold Tuesday night, giving some time to a new author and her first book. I’ll add I hope Terri’s right and Whispers costs you some sleep. It seems only fair, since it cost me plenty of sleep to write it.”


She took a breath, scanned the room, made eye contact here and there as she picked up the book on her table.


“Whispers is a story about a woman leading a quiet, even ordinary life who finds that life turned inside out. To survive, she’ll have to peel away the ordinary and reveal who and what she really is. This is the beginning.


“‘She shouldn’t have been there,’” Arden read, “‘at that time, in that place. If she hadn’t stayed behind, worked so late, if she hadn’t given in and laid her head down on her desk, she’d have been home. Home in the quiet and the safe.


“‘But by the time she woke, annoyed with herself, gathered her things, switched off the light, it was already too late. The voices came, hardly more than whispers in the quiet that would never be safe again.


“‘And she heard.’”


As she read the opening chapter, Arden saw it as she had when she’d put the words on-screen. For that space of time, it became her reality, replacing the bookstore with its colorful stacks, the rows of chairs she’d helped arrange only hours before.


For those few minutes, she let herself live it, so when she reached the end, closed the book, the applause jolted her back.


Her quick laugh was breathless and genuine. “Thank you.”


“And thank you, Arden, for putting us all on the edge of our seats.” Beaming, Terri stepped up again. “And since we are, Cassie and Drake will help you form a line to have your book signed.”


Her family got there first, and Douglas Rogan laid down a stack of seven books.


“Uncle Doug, really?”


“All called for, right, Jen?”


“Absolutely. You were wonderful, honey. We’re so damn proud. Now, there’s one for each of us, one for Doug’s dad, one for your grandmother.”


As Jen rattled off the names, Arden just grinned at them. She’d heard her uncle called a handsome son of a bitch. He really was handsome, with his wavy brown hair, bold blue eyes, and wide rubber grin. And with Jen—tall, lean, chestnut hair—they made a handsome couple.


Another stack for Travis and his new bride, and double that for Zoey and Boone.


“I’ve got a big family, and I get to brag my sister-in-law is a big-deal writer.”


“‘Big deal’ is yet to be determined.”


“You are to us.” Zoey reached out to grip Arden’s hand. “The biggest.”


For months after Arden moved in, she and Zoey had butted heads, and hard. Then, though neither could say just when, how, or why, they’d bonded like glue.


“Drinks at Barney’s after you’re done. Mom and Dad already have it set up, so no argument or excuse.”


“None.”


“Now get to work.”


She smiled at the first unknown face, and got to work.


She lost track of time in the wonderful weirdness of signing her book, handing it back to people she didn’t know.


Some she did—regular customers, friends, even a smattering of people from her high school years.


She talked, laughed, signed, and felt very much as if she stood to one side watching it all in amazed amusement.


When the last in line stepped up, her smile came as easily as it had with the first.


“Hi. Thanks for waiting.”


“Oh, no problem. I really liked your reading.”


“I hope you enjoy the rest of the book.”


“I read a little more online. Totally hooked. I just moved here a few weeks ago, and this is my first book signing.”


She knew the value of making a connection, so warmed up her smile a little more. “You’ll love living in Short North. It’s a great neighborhood. Who can I sign this to?”


“For Dustin. For me. You probably hear this a lot, but I’m trying to write a book, too.”


“That’s great.”


He beamed at her, a man with a solid build, dark blond hair pulled back in a short tail. He had a pleasant-enough face with deep-set brown eyes that lingered on hers.


“Any advice?”


“I’m barely off the ground here, but if I have any, it’s don’t give up. If it’s something you want, something you love, you don’t quit. Quitters don’t win, even if it’s just doing something you love for yourself. That’s a win.”


“That’s really good advice. Thanks.”


She offered him the book. “I hope you enjoy the rest of the book.”


“Oh, I know I will. You know, you have hair the color Titian painted.”


She’d heard that a time or two, and just kept smiling. “Red hair’s a Bowie trademark.”


“And amazing eyes. Like bluebells. My grandma, she loved bluebells. It makes me feel like I kind of know you.”


“Dustin.” Terri slipped smoothly forward. “Cassie will ring you up. I hope you’ll come back. Did I hear you say you’ve just moved to Short North?”


“Yeah, just a few weeks ago.” He glanced back at Arden over his shoulder as Terri guided him away.


And when they shut the door with the closed sign out, the staff cheered.


Cassie held up a hand. “And let me announce, with that last sale? One hundred and sixteen copies of Whispers have walked out the door.”


“A hundred and sixteen?” Arden danced in place. “Holy crap! Well, my family bought half of those, but still.”


“They did not buy half.” On a laugh, Cassie threw her arms around Arden. “Congratulations.”


“You’ve all made this the best night of my life.”


“It’s just starting,” Terri reminded her. “You’ve got the Friends of the Library talk, the signing at More Books in Clintonville.”


“I wouldn’t have any of those if you hadn’t twisted arms.”


“I didn’t have to twist, just tap shoulders. Go, your family’s waiting for you.”


“I’ll help break this down first.”


“You will not. Drake, you walk over with her. That last one might be lingering out there. He was hitting on you, Arden.”


“Oh, he’s trying to write so he wanted to talk. He wasn’t any trouble.”


“Maybe not, and maybe I’m old enough to have two grandkids—God knows how that happened—but I still know when a man’s got the hit-on in his eyes.”


“How about this? I help break down. It won’t take long. Then everybody walks over and has a drink. Best night of my life,” Arden reminded them.


“I vote yes, Grandma.” Cassie grinned at Terri.


“All right, all right. Then let’s get it done.”


He had lingered, and hadn’t felt the cold. When, from the shadows, he saw the whole group walk out together, saw the others form what seemed like a wall around Arden, he felt that cold.


And with it a bitter disappointment.


When Arden woke in the morning, she decided she’d make this the second-best day of her life. Since she tended to wake early, she rolled out of bed in the dark, hit the lights, then made her way into her kitchen.


She’d chosen the small-scale two-bedroom apartment for its location. Just over a block from her part-time job. And the two bedrooms gave her a dedicated office.


The kitchen, tiny compared to the space in her parents’ home, in her aunt’s, suited her. Its galley style meant everything was close at hand when she had the urge to cook.


In her flannel pants and T-shirt she made herself her version of a latte, which she’d been told—often—was coffee-flavored frothed milk.


But that suited her, too.


Wednesday mornings meant the gym. Weight training—because otherwise her arms went to toothpicks and her legs to spaghetti. Her yoga class, then home before ten. A shower, a midmorning smoothie.


And all day, all second-best day, to write.


Gulping her latte, she went back to the bedroom to make her bed. Then nodded in satisfaction. The bedroom reflected her—the calm blues and greens, soft fabrics, pretty pillows, the fluffy hand-knit throw she’d found in a local shop.


In the bathroom, where the size alone required everything be organized and stowed, she pulled her hair back into a stub of a tail. And thought, again, she missed the nearly fourteen inches of hair she’d had cut off because she thought the shorter style was more sophisticated.


It was more sophisticated, she reminded herself. It was just that the rest of her really wasn’t. Plus, it seemed to her the style made her chin look more pointed than it already was.


“It’ll grow back,” she muttered. “Eventually.”


She brushed her teeth, went through her morning skin-care ritual, even though since it was a gym day, she’d repeat that routine after her shower.


She could still hear her mother’s voice.


You have such beautiful skin, Arden. It’s like porcelain. You need to take care of it.


She hadn’t paid much, if any, attention at the time—what young teen did? But in the years following her parents’ death, in a kind of homage, she’d become religious about it.


After changing into black yoga capris and a tank, she pulled sweats over them. The app on her phone told her the weather would be cold and clear, so she’d walk the four blocks.


Bundled into her coat, knit cap, and scarf, she headed out the door, jogged down the two flights.


Dawn had broken, and the app hadn’t lied. The cold hit her face and did more than the latte to wake her fully.


She walked the block to High Street with its metal arches. Traffic, still light at this hour, cruised along. She passed shops and restaurants, still closed. In the next block, she spotted a local walking his corgi.


“Hi, Mr. Grassley. Hi there, Jimbo.” Crouching, she gave the wagging dog a rub.


Grassley, short and stocky like his dog, pushed up his glasses. “Gym day?”


“That’s right.”


“Don’t work out too much or there won’t be anything left of you.”


“I work out to put it on, not take it off.”


“Well, you looked real nice last night.”


“Thanks. I appreciate you and Ms. Grassley coming.”


“The wife started on your book when we got home. Said it’s good so far. She’ll pass it over to me when she’s done.” He gave Arden a wink. “I’ll let you know what I think.”


Arden lifted both hands, fingers crossed. “See you later.”


Buoyed by the good so far she quickened her pace to the fitness center.


She spent thirty minutes between the machines and free weights, and pleased herself by working up a sweat. And from there to yoga, where she felt buoyed again by a couple of members congratulating her on the signing.


As she walked home she wondered if it would ever get old. And hoped it wouldn’t.


Along the walk, her phone signaled a call. When she saw unknown number on the display, she ignored it.


By ten-thirty, she sat at her desk and did what she’d resisted the night before due to the time she’d gotten home. She texted her agent.


Signing successful! 116 books sold! Thank you again for helping me get here.


On a long sigh, she booted up her computer. She opened the fat manilla folder where she kept her notes and research. For a moment, she closed her eyes to help put herself back into the story and the people in it.


The bass intro to Queen’s “Another One Bites the Dust” rocked out of her phone.


Jolted out, she glanced at the display and this time saw her agent.


“Yvonne, hi!”


“Congratulations, Arden. Your first signing, and a really strong showing.”


“I had a lot of friends and family there, and it sure didn’t hurt.”


“You take your bows,” Yvonne said, with warmth in her clipped native New Yorker voice. “You did the work, and you wrote a good book. Now I’m going to say you wrote two good books. Your publisher made an offer on Rebound.”


“You’re kidding. You’re not kidding?” She already pushed up from the desk. “Holy shit.”


She’d written it during the months and months of hunting for an agent, of hoping for a sale. Then had kind of torn it open and reworked it.


“Do you have time to talk about the offer?”


“Oh, I think I can definitely make time for that. Just hang on one second.”


After muting the phone, Arden threw back her head, let out a war cry.


Then she breathed in and out before sitting at her desk again. Unmuted the phone.


“I’m back.”


After the call, she sat. She’d expected to bask. Instead, she felt the jitter of nerves and an urge to weep. Once she’d given in to both, she went to the kitchen to drink a glass of water, to settle herself again.


She took an orange out of her little fruit bowl, peeled it more for the smell than the taste. The scent brought her father there, right there.


Basking would wait—she’d give herself that later. All of that was down the road, and the road could and did take sharp turns.


“I did it twice,” she murmured. “And that matters. What matters more, right now, is doing it again.”


She went back to her office, sat, put everything out of her mind but the story and the people in it.


And got to work.


The next day, she put in six hours at the bookstore and had the strange delight of ringing up her own book for customers, twice.


She put in another four hours at Next Chapter on Friday—three sales!—then rushed home to change for her second-ever book signing.


When she stepped out of the back room, she had the surprise of seeing Zoey and two of her cousin’s bridal attendants in the front row.


And a second surprise when, as she began to speak, scanned, she saw the man who’d been the last in her line at Next Chapter.


As she spoke, part of her brain searched for his name, but couldn’t quite find it.


After her reading, she sat, picked up her pen. Then rolled her eyes at Zoey.


“Are you stalking me?”


“I certainly am.” Zoey tossed her wavy brown hair, wiggled brows over golden-brown eyes. “A twice-published author gives me the hots.”


“You already bought the book—and that’s after I gave you one of my author’s copies.”


“I did, and I’m buying this one for my new boss.”


The new boss brought it home, again, that in just under two months, Zoey and Boone, the newlyweds, would relocate to Oregon for career opportunities for both too good to dismiss.


“It’s for Carmen.” Because they both knew the move would be hard, Zoey laid a hand over Arden’s and squeezed.


“She’d better appreciate you. Valley Vineyards better appreciate you. Oregon better appreciate you.”


“I’m going to make sure of it.”


If anyone could, Arden thought.


“We’re so excited for you, Arden.” Cecily, Zoey’s friend since high school, passed over her book. “After this, margaritas at Ranchero.”


Even as Arden opened her mouth, Allison, the second attendant, held up a hand. “Single. One drink. You’re driving, so one and nachos and wedding talk to soak that up. We’ll save the multiples for the bachelorette party.”


“I can agree to that.”


“We’re going to browse around first. It’s a cute shop. And we’ll meet you there when you’re done. You’re doing good,” Zoey added.


When she reached the end of the line, she still hadn’t jogged the last reader’s name loose. But she smiled up at him.


“Hi. It’s nice to see you again.”


“You did great. You look great, too. That blue dress really brings out your eyes.”


Hitting on her? Yeah, maybe. But she knew how to block a hit.


“Thank you.”


“I read your book. I thought it was terrific, start to finish. And what a finish!”


“I’m so glad you enjoyed it.”


“Loved it. I literally couldn’t put it down. The way you described things? It’s like I was right there, living it. Plus, all the details about bioweapons, the FBI. I mean, wow. You must’ve done so much research.”


“Thank you, that’s so nice to hear. You’re buying another copy?”


“Oh, yeah.” He gave her a big, wide smile. “For Dustin.”


It shook loose—Dustin—so her polite smile went puzzled.


“Um. My grandfather. I was named for him. Even signing all these books for people, you remembered my name. Anyway, I know he’ll love it as much as I did.”


“I hope so.” She began to sign.


“I’d really like to talk to you about your book, your process. How you research.”


Those deep-set eyes stayed latched on hers and she felt her spine start to itch.


“Oh, I imagine everyone has their own process, don’t you? I’m so new at this, and hardly an expert. And I’m—”


“I’m really interested in yours. Your advice the other night really hit home for me. Don’t quit until you get what you want. Don’t let anything or anyone stop you. That’s exactly how I feel, so we’ve got a similar mindset.”


Had she said that? She didn’t think she’d said exactly that.


“I hope you’ll keep writing. You have to love it to stick with it.”


“Exactly. When it’s meant to be, you know it. We need to talk more. Could I buy you a drink, or a late dinner?”


“Thanks, but I’m meeting some friends when I’m done here.” She handed him the book. “It’s really sweet of you to buy the book for your grandfather. I hope he enjoys it.”


“No question about it. Listen, I’d love to get together sometime. It’d be awesome to talk to somebody who’s done what I’m trying to do.”


She wanted to get up, stretch her legs, relax her smile muscles. But she kept her smile in place as she put her pen away.


“I know what you mean, but I’m really busy right now. With all this, the writing, and my cousin’s getting married in a couple weeks. I’m maid of honor and in charge of her bachelorette party.”


She rose now, hoping it would signal the bookstore manager. “You might consider joining a critique group.”


“I’m not about groups, you know? All those opinions and agendas. I’m better one-on-one.”


“A critique partner then.”


His eyes seemed to sparkle. “You’d do that?”


“Oh, no, sorry, I really can’t. You should talk to the manager.” A little desperate now, Arden lifted a hand, waved her over. “I bet she can give you some names or suggestions. Thanks so much for coming.”


She slipped into the back room, took a breath. Maybe not hitting on her so much as a woman, she decided, but as a published writer.


She needed to get better at giving good, broad-based advice, she thought. Obviously, she’d made hers too personal, given him the wrong idea.


And he’d gotten a little spooky.


After she said her goodbyes, she went out to her car to drive the handful of blocks to Ranchero.


She didn’t notice the car following her, or pulling in a few parking spaces away. And when she came out an hour later, laughing with her friends, hugging goodbye, she didn’t notice the car that followed her home.










Chapter Two



Always at home in a library, Arden didn’t stress her library event. After all, she’d be speaking to librarians, readers, and patrons. Plus, she had Zoey.


“You’re driving to the library where you spent hours and hours in high school. Not to study or hunt up books this time, but as the featured speaker. Doesn’t all this feel a little weird and unreal?”


“No, it doesn’t feel a little weird and ureal. It feels an entire crapload of weird and unreal.”


“Okay.” Zoey shook back her hair. “Just checking.”


When Arden’s cell phone rang, Zoey glanced at the phone in its holder. “Unknown number.”


“Hit ignore. I’ve been getting a couple of those a day.”


“You have heroic willpower. I know better, but can never resist.”


“And it’s always a bullshit solicitation or something about a car warranty or student loan. Possibly a deal on a cemetery plot.”


Zoey sighed, hit ignore. “It always is.”


“To wind back? You’re getting married in two short weeks. Barely a month after that—and after two weeks of lots of honeymoon sex in Hawaii—you’re moving across the country and into a house you and Boone bought on a whirlwind five-day trip. A few days after that, you’ll be marketing manager of Valley Vineyards while Mr. Boone Yeoh does what none of us really understand as VP of operations at Security One.


“Doesn’t that feel weird and unreal?”


“Hmm? Sorry, I was still on the lots of honeymoon sex in Hawaii. What it feels is bizarre. Wonderful, scary, exciting, and seriously bizarre.”


Zoey reached over to pat Arden’s leg. “I think I’ll miss you most of all, Scarecrow.”


Because she loved her cousin, Arden put her personal loss aside. “You may not be leaving Oz, but you’re having a hell of an adventure, Zoey.”


“We both are. Just think,” she added as Arden navigated into the library’s parking lot. “You’re about to go in and blow away any socks worn in the library. And after that, we’re going for the final fitting of my incredibly awesome and spectacular wedding gown.”


They got out of the car into a brisk March wind. Since the lion roared, Arden hoped, for the bride’s sake, April produced a lamb.


“Want more weird?” Zoey asked.


“Always.”


“I already feel married.”


“You’ve lived together for the best part of a year, after you dated exclusively for over six months.”


“It’s not just that. I told you how, the first time I met Boone I was like, oh no, I’m not ready for this, but there he is. He’s the one. And he was, he is.”


“So you got ready.” As she often did when they walked, Arden looped an arm around Zoey’s shoulders.


Since Zoey wore heels that added three inches to her five-five, Arden didn’t feel like she towered over her cousin. Too much.


“I did get ready, and fast, and it was easier than I thought. It could happen to you.”


“I don’t think that’s how it usually works. Plus, I’m younger than you.”


Zoey added an elbow jab with her laugh. “You used to hate when I hit you with the two years older.”


“I know, but now, and forever after, I gloat.”


Inside, Arden shook hands, introduced Zoey. They turned over coats, scarves, shook more hands.


Rachel Fines, the head librarian, kept Arden’s hand clasped in hers an extra moment. “We’re awfully proud of you, Arden. I can’t tell you how satisfying it is to shelve a book from someone we know. We have a waiting list for Whispers.”


“Well, I can’t tell you how satisfying that is. You were always really kind to me, Ms. Fines.”


“And you always studied quietly and brought back your books on time. Now, if you’re ready, we’ll get you started.”


“I’ll go find a seat, and count socks.”


“Socks?” Rachel said when Zoey walked away.


“Family joke.”


It felt the same, Arden thought, like every library—however small, however large—she’d ever stepped into. Like countless open doors waiting for her to choose which one she wanted to go through at that moment.


In the first weeks and months after her parents’ deaths, the library had been sanctuary and escape. There, she could do and be anything she wanted inside the pages of a book.


Inside the library, inside those pages, she’d realized what she wanted to do and to be. She wanted to write her own pages, her own stories. She’d wanted to be a writer.


While she waited for Rachel to introduce her, she looked over the audience. She found a face that brought that itch between her shoulder blades.


The guy, she thought … Dustin. Again? Sitting there, hands folded on a copy of her book.


She couldn’t say unreal, as there he sat, but she considered it several clicks over weird, and yes, into that spooky she’d felt the last time.


He wanted to write, she understood that, and how lonely it could feel. But to show up at all her events? Just a little too obsessive for comfort.


She decided she needed to ease off the friendly there, and stick with professionally polite.


Regardless, before she found that line, she had a job to do, and intended to do it well.


She stepped up to the podium.


“Thank you all for coming. We’re all privileged to be here, inside a library where we only have to reach onto a shelf for knowledge, for entertainment, for adventure, for solace. We might come to check out a book or spend a quiet hour right here reading. We come to study for an exam, to research a term paper, to bring our kids to Story Time. All that and so much more is right here, open doors for us to walk through.”


She wound it around to her own doors, her own path toward writing.


Her talk would run sixteen minutes—she’d timed it.


Three times.


Afterward, she’d take questions. And hoped she had answers. The unknown of that worried her a bit, but she liked the span of the audience, from retirees to a few teenagers.


When she finished to polite applause, she braced herself.


“If anyone has any questions …”


It surprised and nearly unnerved her when several hands shot up.


Where do you get your ideas?


“Well, given inflation, ideas are a dollar a dozen. The answer, for me, is to make the idea work, to care enough about the story and the people in it to make it work.”


Where do you find the time?


“Where do we find the time for anything? We make it and we take it. I was still in college when I started writing, trying to. I missed a lot of parties. I had to keep my grades up, too, and I worked part-time in the college bookstore, so it takes a lot of juggling and shuffling.”


She answered more, thought—hoped—she found a rhythm.


Then she smiled and nodded at the girl who’d been busy typing on a MacBook.


“How do you know it’s a good idea?”


“You don’t, until you take the leap.”


“So you should write what you know?”


“I don’t think so. I mean to say, write what you know if you want to write what you know. But? Right here?”


She spread her arms. “You can find out a lot you didn’t know when you walked in. Why not write what interests or intrigues you enough to find out?”


Dustin’s hand shot up.


She gave him the same smile and nod. “Dustin?”


“You told me once not to give up. When you want something you keep working until you get it. That’s not just true for writing, is it? But for just life.”


“I’d say yes, unless what you want is to rob banks. I think it’s believing in yourself, then putting in the work. The time, the effort, making the sacrifices. Maybe you want to run a marathon. You can’t do it by wishing. You have to gear up and train. You have to run, even if you can only make it a quarter mile the first time. If you want it, you’ll keep running. Eventually, you’ll cross the finish line.”


“Life’s a marathon, isn’t it?”


“Most of us hope it’s a really, really long one. So let’s keep running. Thank you again for coming. And remember to support your local library.”


She exhaled quietly, then braced again when people moved forward to speak to her.


She shook more hands, answered more questions.


Dustin worked his way up.


“That was really … it was just great. The marathon thing? It’s given me a lot to think about.” He held out the book. “Would you just sign this one? I haven’t decided who to give it to.”


“You keep buying my book, you’ll end up an honorary member of the family.”


As soon as she said it, she mentally kicked herself. Friendly knee-jerk needed to stop with this one.


“I’d love that! You’re a celebrity.”


She had to laugh. “Not even remotely.”


“Sure you are! I read the article about you in the paper. Anyway, I know you’re busy, but—”


“I really am. In fact, I’ve got to take my cousin for her final wedding dress fitting shortly. We’re approaching that particular finish line.”


She shifted her gaze and, relieved, greeted a familiar face.


“Ms. Cauder! Thank you, Dustin.”


She handed him the book, stepped away, and hugged her high school English teacher.


“When I saw you, I had a flashback to fourth period, senior year.”


“You did me proud.”


Because her eyes teared up, so did Arden’s.


“I couldn’t make either one of your signings. Parent conference for one, babysitting my grandbaby for the other. But I bought this.”


She pulled the book out of her bag. “I want my former, very talented student to sign it for me.”


Arden wrote what she felt. Thank you for helping me make the right turns.


“I don’t think there’s anything a teacher wants to hear more from a student. I’m trying to help this one now. Arden, this is Danica, fourth period, senior year, and she’s decided you’re her midterm project.”


“Oh. That’s a serious first for me.”


The girl was cupcake pretty with golden-brown skin, razor-sharp features, and wide, gold-flecked brown eyes.


“I want to be a writer. A novelist. I like finding out about things I don’t know. Ms. Cauder told the class about you, so I put my name on the library list, and I’ve already read your book. I really liked it.”


“Thanks.” Arden angled her head. “I bet you write every day.”


“At least in my journal if I can’t make or take that time for more. Ms. Bowie, if I could have some time now, or when you can spare it, I’d like to interview you for my assignment.”


Arden glanced at Zoey, who’d come over to join them.


“Go ahead. We’ve got a good twenty minutes.”


“Is that enough time, Danica?”


The girl lit up. “Twenty minutes would be super.”


“Let’s find a spot.”


It took less than five minutes for Arden to realize she’d enjoy this interview more, and find it more challenging, than she had her interview for the local paper with a professional journalist.


Dustin watched her from the stacks. Anger nearly choked him. She’d blown him off—again—and here she sat, giving some stupid kid the time that he was entitled to.


He got playing hard to get—women did that, a kind of power play. And to his mind they used that tactic when they wanted the guy to keep coming back, to push a little more.


It’s why she didn’t answer her phone when he called. Why she made excuses when he asked her out.


And all the while he gave her compliments on how she looked, on her stupid book.


He looked down at the book in his hand and had to fight the urge to crack the spine, tear out pages.


Instead, he rubbed the leather bracelet on his left wrist. A reminder to keep calm, carry on.


No, she just had a big heart, that’s all. A big, naive heart. She’d felt sorry for the kid—and the old bag had pushed the kid on her anyway. And the cousin, the whole wedding thing sucked up her time.


He could wait. He knew by the way she smiled at him she wanted him to wait.


Quitters don’t win. Take what you want or someone else will. How many times had his father said that to him? And Arden had said the same thing.


A marathon, he reminded himself. So he’d keep running. And when he reached the finish line, she’d belong to him as she was meant to.


Days rushed by. Fittings, seating arrangements, a party filled with women and margaritas, gifts arriving, a music list to help curate. Wedding favors, a rehearsal dinner.


Manis, pedis, hairstyling, makeup.


Then after the blur, Arden stood in her spring-green column, wearing the necklace with the interlocking rings Zoey had given her, and looked at her friend, her cousin, her sister, in her wedding gown.


Bridal white with its sparkling strapless bodice giving way to a full skirt of frothy layers, like flower petals, of silk and tulle. Rather than a veil, she’d crowned her upswept hair with the sparkle of a tiara.


Zoey’s mother’s eyes glistened with tears as Jen adjusted it.


“My baby, you’re so beautiful.”


“I feel beautiful, Mom.” Zoey wrapped around her. “I feel … everything. Thank you for being … for being Mom.”


“Okay, that one did it.” Jen turned away to grab tissues. On a watery laugh, Zoey turned to Arden.


“What do you think?”


“I think you look like a fairy tale. You look like happy ever after.”


“We’re going to have that. Boone and I are going to have that. Arden, I couldn’t have gotten here without you. All the work you did. The details you picked up so I didn’t have to.”


“Were genuinely a pleasure for me.”


“When you’re ready, I’ll do them for you.”


After a light knock, the wedding coordinator opened the door. “Now, there’s a breathtaking bride. Are you ready?”


“I’ve been ready since he said: Hi, I’m Boone.”


“Then, Jen, your son’s waiting to escort you down and seat you.”


Jen laid her hands lightly on Zoey’s cheeks. “I love you, Zoey.”


“I love you, Mom.”


“I’ll give you a minute. I’ll be back when it’s time.” The wedding coordinator closed the door.


Zoey said, “Here we are. I’m with my best friend in the last minutes before I become a married woman.”


“You’re not even a little nervous.”


“Not even a little. Just the next step—and, come on, let’s be honest, I look totally amazing.”


Arden laughed. “You really do.”


“So do you. I’m going to send you pictures from Hawaii. You send me some from New York.”


“You may be too busy to look at pictures from my three-day trip to New York next week.”


“No, I won’t. I’m never going to be too busy, and neither are you.” A little teary, Zoey reached out both hands, took Arden’s. “Promise?”


“Promise.”


She stood watching Zoey and the man she loved exchange vows, exchange rings, and felt content. The next step, she remembered. Just the next step. And the right turn on the path.


To make up for the time off for the wedding, and her upcoming trip to New York, Arden put in two full days at the bookstore. After ringing sales, taking orders, stocking shelves, she figured she’d throw something together, quick and easy, for dinner, then squeeze in a couple of hours at the keyboard.


She still had to pack, but she’d take care of that after a full day of writing—after the gym. Then she’d will herself to get a good night’s sleep before she drove to the airport and flew to New York.


Water the plants before she left, she reminded herself, check the weather forecast one last time—pack an umbrella no matter what it said.


And going over her checklist, she all but ran into Dustin.


“Hi!” He put a hand on her arm when she pulled up short, and left it there. “Where were you?”


“Too many places, sorry.”


“Wedding planning?”


“What? Oh no, the newlyweds are enjoying sunshine and island breezes in Hawaii.”


“That’s great. I’ve always wanted to go there. Listen, since you’re not wedding planning, how about I buy you a cup of coffee?” He gestured, as they stood directly in front of the café.


She really wanted to just get home, but he had that hopeful smile on his face.


She’d probably looked the same way when she’d talked to one of the featured authors at Next Chapter.


And making another excuse felt rude, and a little mean.


Ten minutes, she thought. Fifteen tops. What could it hurt? And then she’d be done and guiltless.


“Sure, I’ve got a little time. Just a little.”


“Super!” He kept his hand on her arm as he turned to the café. “You keep really busy, don’t you?”


“I like busy. Still, the last few months have been packed.”


“You shouldn’t work so hard. Maybe it’s vacation time.”


“Actually, it’s not vacation so much, but I’m going to New York on Thursday, for a few days. I still have to pack and take care of loose ends, so just a quick coffee.”


“Exciting!” Inside, he steered her to a two-top, then put his hands on her shoulders.


She stiffened, started to turn.


“Let me help you off with your coat.”


She ordered herself to relax. “Thanks.”


As she sat, the server strolled over.


“Hi, Arden. We don’t see you in here much this time of day.”


“Hi, Macie. How are things?”


“Better than average, and I’ll take it. The usual?”


“Yeah, thanks.”


Macie turned to Dustin. “What can I get you?”


Dustin didn’t spare the server a glance. “What’s the usual?” he asked Arden, but Macie answered.


“For Arden, that’s a café latte, heavy on the latte.”


“That sounds perfect. Make it two. You want a muffin or something?”


“No, just the coffee, thanks.”


“I’ll get that right out to you.”


“So, New York,” Dustin said as Macie walked away. “I guess it’s business.” He smiled. “Work, work, work.”


“Mostly. Some meetings. And my publisher actually managed to get me a signing at a downtown bookstore.”


His eyes widened. “A New York signing. Wow. That’s the big time.”


She laughed, relaxed as she decided he was just strangely starstruck.


“It’s a little independent on the Lower East Side, but it’s big time for me. Are you looking for that critique partner?”


“I’ve got some names, and I’m thinking about maybe hooking up online. I just have to get up the nerve to make contact. It feels … Well, it’s scary to think about showing my work to a stranger, you know?”


“I do know. But that’s the actual goal, isn’t it? For strangers to read your work.”


“Did you have that? I mean the critique group or partner?”


“I took writing courses in college, so I had professors and classmates.” She looked up as Macie came back with the drinks.


“Thanks, Macie.”


“All in a day’s. Let me know if you need anything else.”


“I was really shy in school,” he told Arden. “My dad died when I was eight, so—”


“I’m so sorry.”


“Yeah, he was a firefighter, went down in the line. It was rough. My mom had to move for work. New place, new school, no dad. I guess I escaped into books. Then Mom got sick. I’d just turned thirteen when I lost her.”


Heartsick, knowing how that deep a loss felt, she reached over to take his hand.


His eyes, full of emotion, clung to hers as he clung to her hand.


“You understand. I read that you lost both your parents when you were fourteen. I guess that’s even harder, losing them both at once. You moved here, right? To live with your aunt and uncle?”


“Yes. Did you have someone?”


“Grandparents. They were great, but, you know, another new place, another new school. They did their best for me, and it couldn’t’ve been easy for them, at their age, right?”


He drank some latte, looking around at the other tables where people sat talking, or others worked on laptops, scrolled on their phones.


“Thinking about retiring, maybe getting an RV and traveling, and bam, you’ve got a teenager.” He smiled a little. “A moody one, too, who just wanted to sit up in his room and read. They loved me, and made sure I knew it. They did their best. Then Gamma died when I was in college, so I came home. My grandfather needed help. They’d looked after me when I needed it, so I looked after him.”


“I’m sure that meant a lot to him.”


“I think it did. I know it did,” Dustin corrected. “And to me. We had nearly five years, the Dubecki men, before he passed. Just a few months ago.”


“Oh. I thought I signed a book for your grandfather.”


He looked blank a moment. “Yeah, yeah. My other grandfather—my mom’s dad. He’s still around. A regular powerhouse, too. After Grandpa died, I thought about moving closer to him—we always got along great. But I wanted …”


He sighed, leaned toward her. “I wanted to find my own place, you know? And Gramps doesn’t need me like Grandpa did. This feels like my place, for now. I guess it feels like yours, too.”


“It’s a good place, a good neighborhood, and my family’s here. I’m going to miss Zoey like a limb when she and Boone relocate to the Pacific Northwest. But we won’t lose touch.”


“That’s a long way.”


“It is, but the move’s a career boost for both of them. Everyone has to find their place.”


“Mine’s the mountains. A good cabin in the mountains, solitude, scenery.” He laid a hand over hers before she could move it. “You could really write in a mountain cabin. No distractions, someone to take care of you.”


She slid her hand free. “I’ve been a city girl my whole life. What do you do now, until you try out that mountain cabin? For work?”


“Right now I’m stocking shelves at Costco.” He shrugged. “Grandpa left me everything he had, so I’ve got a buffer, but a man’s got to keep busy, right? Got to work and provide. And I use that time to think about the story I’m writing. People-watch, you know?”


“Yes.” She finished her latte, nudged the cup away. Before she could speak, he did.


“Listen, I feel like I’ve spent this whole time talking about me. Why don’t I take you to dinner so we can talk about you?”


“First, you didn’t. And second, I really have to get home. I have a million things to do before I leave on Thursday.” Standing, she took her jacket from the back of the chair. “Thanks for the latte.”


“My pleasure.” He got up quickly, helped her on with her jacket. “You don’t need it, but good luck in New York.”


When he moved in, she shifted her face just enough so his lips met her cheek.


“Make that contact,” she advised. “If nothing else, you could make a writing friend.”


“I feel like I already have one.”


She smiled. “Thanks again.”


She went out, quickened her pace to make the Walk light at the corner. The attempted kiss shouldn’t have surprised her. And meant she’d have to go back to making excuses. Or worse, telling him outright she wasn’t interested.


It seemed to her he mostly wanted a mentor, and she simply wasn’t qualified. Or wired for it either. And if he looked for more, a relationship didn’t fit into her short-term plans.


Plus, he just didn’t stir anything up in her but sympathy for the losses he’d suffered. And a feeling there was something off about him, maybe due to those losses.


Coffee was as far as it would go, and she’d avoid a repeat there.


She put it out of her mind as she walked into her building. Her downstairs neighbor—wife, expectant mother, physician assistant—had grocery sacks over each shoulder as she dug for her keys.


“Monica. Let me give you a hand.”


“I’ll take it. Whew.” She blew out a breath that fluttered the fringe on her short brown hair. “Long day, and John’s having a longer one.”


Arden carried one of the sacks into the apartment with nearly the same footprint as hers. But where she had calm, quiet colors, Monica and John Betz went for bold.


In the kitchen, they set the grocery bags on the counter. Then Monica rubbed a hand over her baby bump. “Twelve more weeks to go, and this is one of the days when I feel like I’ve been pregnant for five years. Maybe six.”


“How about I put this away and you sit down?”


Monica tapped up the blue-framed glasses that had slipped down her nose.


“You know, Arden, you’re the queen of upstairs neighbors. We rarely hear you up there. No stomping around, no loud music, no wild parties. And the few times you’ve had a party, you invited us. You watered our plants and got our mail when we were on vacation, and had fresh fruit and milk stocked when we got back. And you’d put my groceries away.”


“You had a long day, and you’ve got twelve weeks to go.”


“Very true, but I’ve got this. You’ll end up organizing my refrigerator again, like you did when we were on vacation.”


Arden winced. “I can’t help myself.”


“I’ve learned that in our—what is it?—eighteen, nineteen months of living above and below each other. Why don’t you have the glass of wine I can’t while I put this stuff away?”


“I’d love that, but I’m already behind schedule. Which reminds me, I’m going to be in New York for a few days. Leaving Thursday, back Sunday.”


“Water your plants?”


“It’s just a few days, and I’ll do that before I leave. I just wanted you to know I wouldn’t be here. I’m not expecting any deliveries, but—”


“If something comes, we’ve got it.”


“Thanks. I’ll see you later.”


She went upstairs, then let out a long breath. Home, alone, quiet. At last.


The first thing she did was change out of her work clothes. It was, to her mind, never too early for pajamas. Though she wasn’t particularly hungry, she ate her classic quick and easy meal. A cup of tomato soup from a can, a grilled three-cheese sandwich. And since Monica had put it in her mind, had a glass of wine with it.


Then with three Double Stuf Oreos—fresh from her organized fridge—on a saucer, she went into her office.


Two hours, she told herself, and booted up her computer. And if she hit a roll and went for three, who’s counting?


She didn’t look out the window. Even if she had, it was unlikely she’d have noticed the man sitting at a window table of Amigos, drinking a Dos Equis with his chile relleno.


He’d seen her lights go on before he’d gone into the restaurant. From his seat—booked the day before—he’d watched her move from room to room. She had shades on what he assumed was her bedroom, but the rest weren’t blocked.


He’d ordered, waited, watched.


He considered himself a patient man.


A man with a plan!


The lights came on in another room, and he saw her walk across the window. Then he couldn’t really see her.


Working, he thought. Writing. Yes, that’s what she did now. He knew it. He knew because they were connected.


A harmless hobby, he decided. He’d allow it, for a while. For as long as she didn’t neglect her duties once they had their place in the mountains. But he’d provide—the roof over her head, the food she’d cook, the clothes she wore.


And she’d be grateful. They’d be happy, the way it was meant.


So he ate and he drank. He watched and he planned.










Chapter Three



She made it to the gym, did her circuits, took her yoga class, and nearly made it home before the rain started. She jogged the last half block, and rushed in, only slightly damp.


Monica and John came out of their apartment as she shoved a hand through her hair.


“In and out, in and out,” Monica said with a grin. “Did you forget something this morning?”


“No. Why?”


“We heard you go out. Baby check this morning.” She patted her belly. “So we’re both going to work late.”


“Gym days. Mondays, Wednesdays, Fridays.” John, a high school teacher, pointed at Arden. “You’re like clockwork. Except this morning.”


Confused, Arden lifted her shoulders. “I left when I always do.”


“Then came back, like five minutes later,” Monica said. “We hardly ever hear you up there, but slow morning for us, so we did.”


“I didn’t come back. I left before eight, and I’ve been at the gym this whole time.”


“But we heard you, walking around upstairs,” Monica said as John lost his easy smile.


“Honey, go wait inside, okay? I’m going to walk up with Arden.”


“Someone was upstairs. Someone was in your apartment, Arden. We heard.”


“We’re just going to go take a look.” John gave Monica a little nudge. “Go on back inside.”


“Should I call the police?”


“Let’s just go take a look. We heard what we thought was Arden leave again, so we’ll just check.”


“I’m sure it’s fine,” Arden said as she started upstairs with John. But she wasn’t. “How long did you hear someone?”


“I can’t tell you exactly. Half hour, maybe a little longer. Why don’t you give me your key, stand back? We heard someone leave, but how about I go in first?”


“You know what? I’m not going to argue with that.” She handed him her key as she nodded at her door. “If someone broke in, they didn’t actually break in.”


He unlocked the door, opened it.


“Everything looks as usual to me. I’m just going to do a quick walk-through while you wait.”


But she came in behind him.


“It’s not.”


“Not what?”


“Not as usual. The throw on the couch. That’s not how I left it.” Her heart began to hammer in her throat. “Neither are the pillows.”


“Okay.” He rubbed a hand on her arm. “Is anything missing?”


“I don’t know, I … Yes. A picture of Zoey and me, on that shelf. It’s not there. A candle. I just bought last week. I had it on that table. It’s gone.”


When it struck her, she ran to her office.


“Someone sat at my desk. I always push the chair all the way in. It’s not. And things on the desk, they’ve been moved. God, my flash drive’s gone. My backup.”


“Go on and check your computer. I’m going to call the police, and text Monica. I’m going to stay with you.”


Her fingers trembled as she booted up her machine. “You have an appointment.”


“We’ll reschedule.”


“It’s here.” She breathed out. “It’s all here. You need a password to open anything. I started that in college, and it’s a habit now. It’s all here.”


“Have you got any cash, any jewelry?”


“I always keep two hundred right here.” She opened a desk drawer. “And there it is, but … John, this is crazy, but I had a box of pens in here, and they’re gone. Who’d take pens and leave cash?”


“You’ve got me. You should keep looking around, make a list of what’s missing. I’m going to make those calls.”


A half hour later she sat on the couch, flanked by her neighbors, and spoke to Officers Uli and Jamison.


“I left at seven-forty-five—or very close to it. I spent the next ninety minutes at the fitness center and got back just as it started to rain.”


“We heard her leave,” Monica put in. “Arden leaves about that time on Wednesdays, and Mondays and Fridays. Then we heard her come back—or we thought it was her. We laughed about it because Arden’s so organized.”


“We heard someone walking around,” John added. “Arden’s so quiet you forget someone lives up here, but we heard someone walking around, then leaving again. It had to be at least a half hour. At least.”


“This is a four-unit building,” Uli began. “The other tenants?”


“Jim Fetteral up here,” Arden told him. “He lives alone, travels for work. He’s away now. Downstairs, ah, Karen and Mike Angelo.”


“They both work,” Monica put it. “They’re usually gone by eight-thirty.”


“You said you have things missing,” Officer Jamison said.


“Yes, I made a list. It doesn’t make any sense. The only things of real value, to me, are my flash drive, a pair of heart-shaped gold stud earrings my parents gave me when I got my ears pierced. And especially my mother’s locket. My grandparents gave it to her when I was born. It had a baby picture of me and a lock of my hair in it.”


When tears burned her eyes, she pushed them back.


“Do you have a photo of the earrings, the locket?”


“I have one of the locket. My mother wearing it.”


“If we could have that. We’ll get it back to you.”


Rising, she handed over the list she’d made. “There are other things, odd things. My hairbrush, my shampoo, a half-empty bottle of hand lotion, things like that. I’ll get the photo.”


Uli glanced up from the list as she came back with the photo. “A box of pens?”


“In a drawer of my desk where I had two hundred in cash. The cash is still there, the pens aren’t. Who takes pens, or a half-empty bottle of hand lotion, a hairbrush, a used candle, a tube of lipstick, things like that?”


“Who else has a key to your apartment?” Jamison asked her.


“My aunt and uncle. That is, they keep a key for emergencies. They’ve never used it.”


“A boyfriend?”


“No. I’m not involved with anyone. I haven’t been for … I haven’t even dated for close to a year. I’ve been focused on work. I haven’t broken up with anyone, and I’ve never given my key to anyone other than my family.”


She answered questions, but none of them lessened the sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.


Someone had come into her home, pawed through her things, taken away personal items.


When the police left, she just felt lost.


“How about I call the locksmith for you?” John gave her hand a squeeze. “The cops were right. You need to change the locks, add that dead bolt.”


“No, I’ll take care of it. You’ve both done enough. More than. I’ll have the locks changed, add the dead bolt, and a nanny cam on top of it. But they’re not going to find my things.”


“They’ll do what they can, Arden, including going around the neighborhood to ask if anyone saw someone come in, or someone just hanging around the building.”


She nodded at Monica. “I’d say it had to be kids, just doing the stupid, but the cash? That makes no sense. Thanks for sticking with me. I’m okay. I’ll call about the locks, and I’m ordering that stupid camera.”


“If you need anything, we’re here. And while you’re in New York, we’ll keep an eye and ear out.”


“We’ll let the other tenants know,” John added. “More eyes and ears. I’m really sorry, Arden.”


“Me, too.”


She had her locks changed, a dead bolt added. Though she tried to work, she got up from her desk again and again to check those locks, to look out the windows.


When she finally gave up, she packed. After going through her travel checklist—twice—she went to bed.


Minutes later, she rose. Even as she told herself she was overreacting, she picked up one of her dinette chairs and hooked it under the doorknob.


And still barely slept.


Once, Arden had imagined herself living in New York again. Not Brooklyn this time, but Manhattan. A writer of searingly controversial novels, she’d live in a loft in SoHo and fashion herself a studio where she’d work surrounded by books and art.


She’d frequent trendy coffee shops where she’d sit with interesting, erudite friends for hours discussing the mores and foibles of society at large.


She’d host interesting cocktail parties and sleep with quirky, interesting men.


Then she’d realized she actually didn’t want to sit around coffee shops for hours, had no talent or desire to host cocktail parties, and just wasn’t built to sleep around.


She absolutely didn’t want to or have the chops to write searingly controversial novels.


What she wanted was the work. She wanted to tell stories and know that some outside her family would read and enjoy them. She liked the routine she’d fallen into. Friends, family, work.


She didn’t need to be important. Or famous. She’d rather have a seat in the audience than stand in the spotlight.


Because her parents had left her financially secure—the college fund, their life insurance, their savings and investments, the house in Brooklyn—she’d been able to take and make the time for her writing.


Her other jobs had always been more about discipline, socializing, and pushing herself out into the world.


She liked her simple, organized life, its lack of chaos, even its predictability. Knowing a large part of that was rooted in her world shattering at fourteen, finding herself tossed into the unknown—however warm and loving—didn’t change the fact of it.


Now, after a smooth flight, after unpacking, she stood at her hotel window and once more considered moving to New York.


Not for the lofty café conversations or sophisticated parties. Certainly not for the men she’d take to her bed, then flick away with a careless smile.


(Although maybe just once or twice on that one.)


But for the energy and color. The unapologetic life.


As she watched the traffic, the people swarming the sidewalks, she had to smile, shake her head.


Yes, for a few days, maybe a week or so, she could embrace and absorb all that movement, that life. And after a few months—if not sooner—it would exhaust her.


But she’d lived a few subway stops from this area for the first fourteen years of her life, so she knew it. She’d take some time to embrace and absorb before her first meeting.


In the bathroom, she opened her travel kit, touched up her makeup. She knew what she was doing there, so did what she could to erase the signs of a sleepless night.


And after years of hit-and-miss, she knew what looked good on her. Simple lines, forget the frills, and go for strong colors.


When she shopped, as she had for this trip, she leaned toward classic instead of trendy.


She liked the fit and feel of the chocolate-brown pants in a velvety suede, paired with boots of the same color. When you had a yard of leg, play it up rather than hide it. The spring-weight coral V-neck celebrated being a redhead, with a trio of thin-chained necklaces layered in the V for a little dash.


Simple gold hoops, another trio, as Zoey had convinced her they needed to get that third ear piercing.


She topped it with the thigh-length leather jacket, a sort of cognac color she’d treated herself to when she’d sold Whispers.


Add a scarf that played with those tones, and because the April day was breezy but bright, sunglasses.


She strapped on her cross-body bag, gave her reflection a nod.


Angling her head, she realized she’d have to decide whether to keep the shorter hair or let it grow back.


A decision for later, but for now?


“Yeah, you’ll do. No one would guess you’re still not sure all this is actually happening.”


Could be the Matrix, she thought as she checked her bag for her hotel key before leaving. And all this? Programming.


On the street, she walked, flowing along with the river of tourists and natives.


Where did she fit there? she wondered, and supposed she straddled the bridge over that river.


She’d walked these same streets with girlfriends, poked into some of the shops, sat over pizza or tacos or ice cream and bitched about clueless parents, whined about teachers, talked endlessly about boys.


When it came to the boys, Arden remembered, she’d been the one the others had confided in. Mostly because she had nothing much in the area to confide herself.


She’d been a listener, a watcher—a seat in the audience.


It paid off, she thought now, and gave in to the urge to stroll into a bookstore.


It took some wandering, some hunting, but she found her book—two copies. And took that glow with her to her meeting with her agent.


The first time she’d ridden this elevator to the twelfth floor to meet Yvonne Siscal, she’d been terrified, as she’d meet, for the first time, the woman she felt held her dreams in her hands.


The second time, after the sale of Whispers, she’d felt giddy, with a side of terrified.


Now she took stock and decided she toggled between happy and anxious.


The agency’s lobby always struck her as library-esque with its oversized leather chairs in a classic claret, its crowded bookcases, its sleek reception desk.


Before she could speak, she was struck dumb when the receptionist rose, smiled, and remembered her name.


“Ms. Bowie, so nice to see you again. I hope you had an easy trip in.”


“I did, thanks. It’s Arden.”


“Yvonne’s expecting you. I’ll just let her know you’re here. Oh, here’s Elle now. You remember Elle, Yvonne’s assistant.”


She was memorable—young, gorgeous, about five-two, and a fast-talking, fast-moving dynamo.


“Right on time.” Instead of offering a hand, Elle offered a hug that made Arden feel like a giant. “Just give Yvonne a buzz, Luce. I’ll take Arden back. So how was your flight in? No problem getting to the hotel, right?”


Even with a yard of leg, Arden had to quicken her pace to keep up as Elle breezed through a door, then down a corridor lined with offices and books, books, books.


“The flight in was quick, and the hotel’s perfect.”


“They’ve got a great bar. Like a speakeasy. You should definitely go in for a drink. Your first week on sale’s numbers are in. Solid. Yvonne will talk to you about that. And the podcast.”


“The—”


Yvonne’s corner office door stood open, and Elle strode straight in.


“Coffee, tea, water—flat or sparkling.”


“Oh, water’s fine. Flat,” she added as Yvonne stood from behind her desk.


She always gave Arden a flash of Meryl Streep in The Devil Wears Prada. The silver wedge of hair, the strong cheekbones, and just the air of being in charge and knowing exactly what to do next.


She crossed to Arden on black heels—probably Pradas—and took both of Arden’s hands in hers.


“It’s so good to see you.”


“It’s really good to be here.”


“Take off that gorgeous coat that I’d steal if I were five inches taller, and have a seat. Tell me how you’re feeling.”


“Good. Overwhelmed, grateful, and good.”


Arden took one of the leather chairs—these the same color as her pants—while Yvonne took the other. And Elle dashed in with tall glasses of water on ice.


“Let me know if you need anything. I’m on the move.”


“Isn’t she always?” Arden murmured when Elle dashed off again.


“In the nearly four years she’s been here, I’ve yet to see her battery run down.”


“Yvonne, let me go back to that gratitude. I’m so grateful. I know you took a chance on me.”


“I have a good sense of what and whom to take a chance on. You didn’t break my streak. You wrote a good book, Arden, and in my opinion, you wrote an even better one with Rebound. You’re young, and building your foundation and career. My job, our job, is to help you with that.


“Let’s talk foreign rights for a start.”


“Foreign rights?”


“We have some offers. They’re low. We’ll negotiate, get them up a bit, but not by much.”


“We have offers from other countries?”


Yvonne smiled, sipped. “I’ll be almost sorry when you lose that wonderment. Selling your book is what we do. Justin in our foreign rights department is shepherding Whispers through the process. We’ll get you the numbers and details when we finalize them, then you’ll decide whether to take the offers.”


“Yvonne, if they offer five bucks and a cookie, I’m taking it.”


“Yes, I’ll be sorry when you lose that. We’ll get you more than five bucks, and you’ll buy your own cookies. Now, you have the signing at Pages and Pages on Saturday, and we’ll talk about that later. Another opportunity opened up. It’s last-minute, and your publicity department’s really high on it. Gracie Ullman’s podcast, Gracie’s Book Club.”


“Elle mentioned something about a podcast.”


She’d never heard one, and wondered if she should confess that.


When she wrote, she wrote in the quiet. And when she read, she read in the quiet. Otherwise, music or TV.


“I’m sorry, I don’t know who that is.”


“A lot of other people do. She has a very popular podcast, and she’s based in New York. She had a last-minute cancellation, and publicity jumped on it. It’s good exposure, a chance to reach potential new readers, and she does a fun interview.”


“I’ve never done a podcast.”


“You’ve never had a book published before.”


“Right. Well … when would I have to do it?”


“At four-thirty.”


Arden just gaped. “Today?”


“Last-minute cancellation, and your opportunity. I hope you’ll take it, Arden. I’ll go with you, and so will your publicist. It runs ninety minutes, so after, I’ll take you out to dinner. We’ll celebrate. Tomorrow, I’ll pass you to your editor. Diane will show you around, introduce you to that team.”


“Ninety minutes.”


“Gracie Ullman’s good at what she does, and so are you. They’ll hype your book signing. You say yes, publicity will let the bookstore know. Advice?”


“Yes, please.”


“Hit while it’s hot, Arden.”


It made her queasy, but she nodded. “All right, of course.”


“Great. Let me tell Elle to get the ball rolling, then we’ll walk over to foreign rights so you can meet more of your team.”


Team, Arden thought. That meant being a team player, even if you had to do a ninety-minute podcast when you really weren’t entirely sure exactly what that meant.


So she did it, and it wasn’t as horrible as she’d feared. Basically, she’d had a long conversation with an energetic woman who loved books. Despite nerves and outright dread, she had some fun.


When they sat in the restaurant, snugged at a table with voices all around, Yvonne lifted a glass of the wine she’d ordered.


“First, I’ll say it again. You were good. Quick, funny, entertaining, and honest.”


“Thanks, again. And again, I barely remember anything I said.”


“Including telling Gracie you’d be happy to come back when your next book’s released?”


“She threw me off by asking if I would. I’m definitely not going to think about that now.”


“All right.” She clinked her glass to Arden’s. “Here’s to you, Arden Bowie, and your future.”


She spent the next day meeting people, thanking them. She signed books for various accounts at a big conference table where they’d brought in pretty cupcakes and champagne.


After dinner with her editor, she slid into bed for the second night and slept like the dead.


When she woke, she lay there, listening to New York push its energy against the windows. And took stock.


Yes, she was enjoying herself, and learning as she went. So much to learn. But one more day of meeting, greeting, smiling, talking? Probably about her limit.


Unlike Elle, Arden needed her batteries regularly charged.


She got up, pushed herself down to the hotel’s fitness center. Back in her room, she showered, indulged herself with a room service breakfast. Since lattes weren’t on the menu, she took her caffeine with ice in a Pepsi.


Finding she had a few hours to spare, she sat down with her laptop and added to her work in progress.


There, she thought as she dressed, an hour in the gym, a nice breakfast, and a little time to write.


Batteries recharged.


She’d chosen a dress of deep blue, belted at the waist, with a straight skirt. She’d planned to wear her mother’s locket with it, and the memory of that brought on a pang of regret. Instead, she went with the interlocking rings Zoey had given her. And checking the time, decided to walk the eight blocks to the bookstore.


Though it proved breezy again, Arden walked in springtime. It certainly showed itself in the daffodils, the tulips in flower stalls, the tender green leaves on trees. She heard it in the shouts of kids in a little urban playground, in the singing—wonderfully off-key—of a woman who washed her third-floor apartment windows.


She took her time, strolling, window-shopping—and decided she might do actual shopping after the signing. Then she stopped, let out a half laugh because she stood in front of the pizza place, a favorite of hers as a teen. Surprised and pleased to find it still in business, she vowed to stop in on the way back to the hotel for a slice of nostalgia.


When she reached the bookstore, she set the past aside. Squared her shoulders, put on her best smile, then walked inside.


“Welcome, welcome! Glenda Durning.” The woman with a flood of gray-streaked black hair shot out a hand. “I’m the manager. My, you’re a tall one. We’re so happy to have you. We had a lot of calls after your podcast—you were wonderful, by the way! We ordered more stock. I’m going to whisk you into the back room. We have some online orders we need you to sign before we start.”


Arden wondered if Glenda and Elle were somehow related, as the woman chattered all the way during her fast-clipped pace through the store.


Smaller than Next Chapter, she noted, but with shelves and tables cleverly arranged to allow room for browsing.


And people did just that as Glenda did indeed whisk her back to the tiny, crammed room where a dozen—no, fourteen—copies of Whispers were stacked on a counter amid the expected chaos.


“Thank you for having me today,” Arden began.


“Oh, we’re delighted. We love highlighting debut authors, and you’re essentially a local. Brooklyn born. Now, as we related, this will be a straight signing. We do occasional readings on a weeknight, but Saturday afternoons are too busy, and we don’t have the space.”


“That’s fine.”


“Now, we have pens—oh, I see you have your own—and the books are flapped. Those requesting personalization have the name highlighted. Can I get you something to drink?”


“Just water, thank you.”


“That’s easy! We had an author in last month—I won’t name names! And she insisted on ginkgo tea with brown sugar. I’ll go get your water. You go ahead and start signing the orders, and I’ll be right back. Oh, restroom’s just over there.”


She whisked out as she’d whisked in, and Arden began to sign.


While she feared the humiliation of sitting at a signing table, trying to look pleasant because no one had bought her book, at least she’d sold fourteen copies.


Thirty minutes later, when she sat at the corner table and saw she actually had a short line snaking through tables and shelves, she put away her fears.


When a number of people in the first group mentioned the podcast, she decided lesson learned.


When your agent and publisher want you to do a podcast, or anything else, do it.


Smile in place, she reached for the next book, and caught a movement out of the corner of her eye.


She sat a moment, book still in hand, leaning to try to see around a bookcase.


“It’s for Mike.”


“Oh, sorry. I thought I saw someone I know. I hope you enjoy the book, Mike.”


“Heard you on Gracie’s Book Club the other day. It sounded like something I’d like. From Brooklyn, are you?”


“Originally, yes.”


While she carried on the conversation, she had to resist looking past him.


He’d been wearing sunglasses, a ball cap, and for a minute she’d thought she’d seen Dustin. But that was crazy. And since she didn’t like the feeling it gave her, she dismissed it.


Instead, she looked at the next person in line. Her smile turned into a gasp of surprise before she sprang up.


“Kyra!”


“Yes! I wasn’t sure you’d remember.”


But Arden had already wrapped her former schoolmate in a hug. “Of course I remember.” She pulled back. “You cut your hair.”


Gone were the teenager’s beaded braids. The woman wore her hair in a pixie cut of curls with a few of the curls twirling down to her big, dark eyes.


“You, too. I couldn’t believe when I heard you on Gracie’s Book Club. I had to come, see you, get your book. I know you’re busy. I don’t guess you have time to catch up.”


“Damn right I do. I passed Lombardi’s on the way over, and I thought of you. How about Italian sodas after this? Cherry for you, right?”


“And lemon for you. God, the things we remember. I’d love that, Arden. Girl, I’ve missed your face! Sign my book. I’m going to do some shopping, and I’ll come back in an hour.”


“Perfect. I’m glad you came, Kyra.”


When she ran out of line, Glenda had her sign stock, then copies for staff.


“This was great, Glenda. You have a wonderful store, a wonderful staff.”


“Customer service, number one. You did really well. We’d love to have you back for your next book.”


“I’d love to come back.”


“I see your friend’s waiting. We just need a picture with the staff for our website before you go.”


The minute they were outside, Arden hugged Kyra again.


“I can’t believe we’re here. When I walked over, I thought about how we’d come downtown, haunt the shops, get pizza or ice cream, talk and talk. You, me, Bonita, Kelly.”


“Our own melting pot. The redhead, the Black girl, the Latina, and the Asian.”


“How are they? Have you kept in touch?”


“Bonita went into international finance. She’s based in Milan. English.” As they walked, Kyra ticked off fingers. “Spanish, Italian, French. Four languages. So far. She’s studying Japanese now.”


“Wow.”


“We email now and again. If and when she comes to New York, we try to get together. Kelly’s in Harvard Law.”


“One more wow.”


“We like to talk—actual phone calls every two weeks. And she comes home to see her family, so we get together. Wait until I tell her about this! Arden Bowie, author.”


“How about you?”


“Kyra Brightstone, RN. Surgical nurse, Brooklyn Hospital Center.”


“And the wows keep coming.”


They sat, as they once had, in the busy restaurant over Italian sodas.


“I don’t want to dredge shit up, but I want to tell you, I wish I’d known better what to do after you lost your folks. It was all so fast, and you were gone, and I didn’t know what to say, what to do.”


“There really wasn’t anything. I shut down, closed off, and made it hard on my aunt and uncle for a while. But they were patient, and just kept loving me anyway. I cut you off, I closed out everything from before. I shut that door, you didn’t.”


“You needed to then.”


“Maybe I did. But I’d like, very much, to keep it open now.”


Kyra took out her phone. “Number, email, address, in my contacts list.”


Arden took out her own. “Same.”


“Girl, you ghost me, I’ll be pissed.”


“Won’t happen.”


Thumbs flying, Kyra put in her data. “Why don’t we do something else we used to? Order pizza and talk about boys. And something we didn’t used to. Have a bottle of wine with that.”


“I’m in. But I don’t have much to talk about in the boy-slash-men area. You?”


“I’ve been seeing Denzel for about eight months now. We’re making noises about moving in together.”


“I want to hear all about it,” Arden said as she signaled the waiter.


“Oh, trust me, you will.”


They sat another hour. As she walked home in the evening bustle of downtown, Arden thought how easily friendship came back, how a broken connection could link again, if you let it.


He followed her. He had to see her safely back to wherever she was staying, didn’t he?


Maybe he’d lost his nerve in the bookstore, and after, she’d gone off with that woman, so he’d lost his chance to surprise her. To take her to dinner. To, he’d imagined, take her back to her hotel, have her invite him up.


And spend the night showing her what they were to each other.


He had to wait, just a little longer, for that. But it didn’t mean he’d shirk his responsibility. She was just a woman, alone and vulnerable in New York, so he’d see her safely back.
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