














Praise for So Close


“A skillfull follow-up to their juggernaut The Nanny Diaries, So Close is a sharp cultural examination of ambition, politics, and the exhausting climb that can be chasing dreams. Amanda Beth is both a heart-breaking and refreshingly relatable protagonist. Female readers will enjoy smiling and crying with her, as we see Amanda battling the wrong attractions while trying to rise above her life’s cruel station. Playfully barbed commentary makes this all the more fun.”


—COLLEEN OAKES, best-selling author of the Elly series, Queen of
Hearts series, and Wendy Darling series


“Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus have created a fascinating world with relatable, ambitious protagonist you can’t help but root for. So Close is a must-read if you’ve ever wondered what it takes for a politician to be elected.”


—LISA HENTHORN, author of 25 Sense, and television writer
of Swingtown, The Beautiful Life, and The Glades


“Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus have done it again. So Close is a page-turner about loyalty, love, ambition, family, and friendship. Amanda is a strong and vibrant character who stays with you long past the last page.”


—SUSIE SCHNALL, author of The Balance Project and On Grace


“Emma McLaughlin and Nicola Kraus deliver an engaging story of a young woman determined to change her trajectory. So Close is about love, loss, and the choices one makes on the road to success. This is an endearing read that makes you want to root for the underdog.”


—NICOLE MEIER, author of The House of Bradbury
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“A national phenomenon.”
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“Impossible to put down.”
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“McLaughlin and Kraus . . . [have a] carefully calibrated sense of compassion and delicious sense of the absure.”


—Entertainment Weekly


On How to be a Grown Up


“Such a cupcake of a book, it feels like you’re doing something more self-indulgent than reading.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“This humorous and rewarding look at one woman’s second act is . . . smart and lively.”
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Chapter
One


THE DAY I FINALLY PUT TALLYVILLE, Florida, in my rearview, my skin prickled from the anticipation of how different life was going to be. As Diego’s car sped down the interstate in a hot tunnel of sunshine, I let my apron from Kath’s Catfish Heaven fly out the window and thought, This is it. This is what I’ve been waiting for.


But South Beach, where cooling off was impossible and hydration fleeting, quickly conspired to make my twenty-first summer indistinguishable from those that came before. Counter to every hope, my days in Miami were mounting in a string of stifled yawns. Showing tourists to their tables for hours on end left me restless. And the overpopulated motel room where I was living offered little chance of sleep.


Or so I told myself night after night as I followed coworkers to the strip, where we made dinners of umbrella-speared garnishes from drinks so strong the edges of the club gradually softened. Tucked inside the velvet banquette of wherever we landed, the air conditioning evaporating the sweat from between my shoulder blades, I’d tip the waitress as much as I could afford. With blunted senses, I could tolerate the thought I swatted away all day—I had made a mistake. After all my efforts, I was in the wrong place. This city, this job, this life offered no more promise than Tallyville.


I had no idea that I was about to be proved wrong. That the people who would radically alter my life were on their way to me right were I was. They would both arrive, in fact, on the very same day.


By August I thought I was a seasoned hangover veteran, but the pain radiating behind my eyelids that Saturday morning shocked me. I was immediately aware from the thread count of the sheets that I was somewhere I shouldn’t have been. I just prayed to God that I wasn’t already late for my hostess shift.


Whipping upright on the king-sized bed, I braced my head with my fingers, my eyes focusing on the fading blue Sharpie blob next to my belly button—the vestiges of the tiger my ex, Diego, had been trying to convince me I should get tattooed. The marker he’d used had outlasted his devotion. I angrily scrubbed at it every morning in the motel shower while I tried to make sense of his abrupt departure. He’d left me with an apartment I couldn’t afford, a security deposit I couldn’t get back, and one wheezing Honda hatchback.


Forcing my eyes to stay open, I realized where I was and it wasn’t good. Beside me, in the mess of deflated pillows, a tan frat guy with rooster boxers was splayed as if on a pool float. I stood, compelled to pause for a second until my balance returned.


Hunting for my dress, I took a squinting survey of the trashed penthouse suite. The Raleigh hostess and Fontainebleau waitress whom we’d met up with the night before were sprawled on the couches in the adjoining living room. Alicia, one of my roommates from the motel I had moved into, was curled beside them. The recently reddened tips of her hair made it look like a wild fox had found its way inside. Alicia had been the one to convince me to leave the club for that new place where she knew the bouncer, and I had blindly followed her behind another velvet rope damp from the salty air.


A guy stirred from the flokati rug at the girls’ feet just as I spotted my dress in a heap by the glass doors to the balcony. Swiping it up, I stepped outside through the billowing curtains and into the sun banking off the white tiles. A breeze as refreshing as a close-panting dog rippled the Jacuzzi. A flash of the evening came back to me while I retrieved my bra from where it’d been discarded with the other girls’, as if my fifth-grade teacher’s rainbow rubber band ball had exploded. Dropping my dress, I re-cinched the yellow lace.


I was bending to grab my dress when I spotted him on the far end of the vast terrace. He was leaning on his forearms, blowing out a stream of smoke that dissipated over the ocean thirty floors below, his khakis and caramel skin and hair giving the impression of camouflage. He looked bemused as I clutched my dress in front of me. Did we hook up? I would have remembered that. I darted my eyes for a changing spot that didn’t involve dealing with the passed out revelers inside. You’d think a terrace that size would at least have had a potted palm.


“I’d offer you one,” he called over.


“Sorry?”


“A cigarette. But I know how you feel about that.”


“Do you?” Fuck it. I dropped my dress to step into. I wasn’t about to shimmy-tug it on with an audience.


“Yeah.” He hung his head, his hair sifting over his cheekbones, his muscular shoulders rolling leisurely forward. “I don’t recall much from last night, but you made your opinion on smoking pretty clear in the limo.”


I remembered. He’d rolled in behind a crowd of guys with appraising eyes and monogrammed money clips. I thought he was an asshole. All of them were. But that was my last clear memory before we accepted their bottle service. I nodded and slid my arms through the straps of my dress as if this was just another day. Flicking his cigarette over the edge, his finger and thumb made a ring around a pale stripe on his wrist.


“I lost my watch. My Dad’s. Which kind of sucks.”


“I’m sorry.” I spotted my heels under a chaise and strode over to push them on.


“Thanks.”


“You sound surprised.” I glanced over my shoulder to see him staring at me.


He shrugged. “Didn’t expect your sympathy.”


“Just my opinions.”


“Yes. Got a full tank of those last night, thanks.”


Whatever. “Well, you don’t really have it.” Where the fuck was my clutch? “My sympathy.” I stepped back and tried to nonchalantly search under the row of chaises.


“Looking for your bag?”


“Uh-huh.”


“Snakeskin?”


“Target would like you to think so, yes.” I finger combed my blond hair, the sun-bleached ends still damp.


“Powder room by the front door. You left it there when you, uh—” He averted his eyes. “Went in with Trevor.”


Uck. Rooster boxers. Awesome. “Thanks.” I nodded and clicked toward the rippling curtains.


“Now you sound surprised.”


“Didn’t expect your assistance in my departure,” I said over my shoulder.


“Well.” He grinned. “You don’t really have it.” We held eyes for a moment across the mess of white furniture. If my brain hadn’t been screaming, it would have been a cologne ad. The wash of blue behind him, his tanned hip bones arching out from those sagging pants. The instinct to prowl my way across the chaises flickered.


But I couldn’t be late to work.


And there was the unfortunate fact of Trevor.


I managed one more nonchalant step through the billowing drapes before I flat out ran past the sleeping partiers to the powder room, then the hall, where I tucked my head against the security cameras and remained tucked all the way down to the lobby’s side entrance, then out to my car. Jamming my key in the ignition, I tugged my gas station sunglasses from the glove compartment and then slammed it a thousand times to get it to stay closed. I had exactly twenty-three minutes to get home, get changed, and get to work— at the exact hotel I’d just woken up in.


Minding my dragging muffler, I cleared the South Beach speed traps, drove past the hotel signs, and continued on toward the motel signs. I’d been staying at the inaptly named Majestic with its rickety railing and cemented fountain since Diego announced he was going back home to Columbia (the country) via text, which I received while standing inside our emptied apartment. Everything, including my makeup bag full of tips, was gone. Thank God for my job. I’ve always had one—and held onto it like a gator with a goat. It made me not my mother.


Inside the motel room, the curtains were pinned shut with a hair clip and five girls in two beds were deep in the hungry sleep of those fleeing warlords or working back-to-back shifts in heels assigned by a sadistic hotelier. I darted to the shower where I scrubbed off the chlorinated Jacuzzi film still clinging to me. Finding that my towel was staunching a sink leak, I pointlessly patted off with disintegrating toilet paper. I tugged on the gold “brunch” dress designated by said hotelier, who seemed to only employ those with a C cup—or higher—to lean over his customers in said dresses—and was back on the road in under seven.


I scrounged change from the floor mats for coffee, which I mainlined while screeching back into the exact same parking spot I’d left less than thirty minutes earlier. Leaping over a sunning gecko, I ran through the kitchen door into a blast of Spanish music and whirring fans, where the frenetic pace of the crew matched mine. I inhaled a roll from the warmer and then stepped out into the bossa nova of the poolside hotel restaurant as the rattan banquettes were just starting to fill. My manager, Kurt, waited for me with a raised brow.


“Mandy vill take you to your table.” He handed me two menus as I arrived. His German accent made him sound like he was perpetually auditioning to play a Die Hard villain. I liked South Beach because it was full of foreigners who gave off a waft of far-off places mingled with their high-end sunscreen and couture cologne. But I did not like Kurt. “Number thirteen. Thank you, dahlink.”


I surreptitiously swiped the sweat from my temples. “My pleasure. Right this way, please.” Kurt and I exchanged smiles as I took the couple to their table, but I knew from his pursed lips he was displeased. He idled there.


“I’m sorry I didn’t get here earlier,” I told him after I returned, our foreheads almost touching while we peered down at the seating map as if it were worthy of study. “But I was on time.”


“Earlier is on time.”


“You’re right,” I affirmed. Remaining on the safe side of Kurt’s binary good graces required constant affirmations.


“You vant to be head hostess you have to act like it. I am trusting you, Mandy. You have a head on your shoulders—unlike zese booby twigs.” He flicked a finger at a waitress gripping a tray of cappuccinos as a brusquely passing businessman nearly felled her. “I have to make a shit. You seat zese fatsos,” he murmured as he smiled invitingly at the portly reddened family approaching the stand. I smiled at the nanny who trailed them, given away by the maid’s uniform she couldn’t have been voluntarily wearing to the beach.


As Kurt went to relieve himself, I commenced my repetitive loops of the sprawling restaurant floor. You could have fit three of Kath’s Catfish Heaven in that place. I had started picking up after-school shifts when I was fourteen, and all of us who worked there, including Kath, did everything from scraping the fryer to scooping potatoes. But, as physically grueling as the work had been at Kath’s, I never found myself counting down the minutes. Certainly not while staring at girls my own age hunched beside beach totes that cost more than Mom’s trailer. Here I’d watch as, sunglasses covering half their faces, they gazed at the menu, debating if a thirty-dollar salad of microgreens would tide them over. They would raise slim arms, encased in gauzy cover-ups, to finger their statement necklaces while discussing the stress that limitless leisure inexplicably induced.


The lulls between meals were the worst part of the day. They gave me too much time to think about what I’d left behind. I missed Grammy. I worried my eight year-old brother, Billy, was skipping summer school. That, without me there to buy it, there wasn’t enough peanut butter for him to make himself a sandwich. That I wouldn’t have enough gas to get to and from the Majestic before Kurt flipped my check at me at the end of the month. That South Beach itself was a mirage where everyone was just as aimlessly close to the edge as Tallyville.


But on that Saturday there weren’t any lulls. The restaurant was half-staffed because there was some big event in the ballroom, a fundraiser for the senate race. Kath’s Catfish Heaven style, every one of the staff was running around doing every thing.


At some point I passed through the kitchen and the apoplectic head of Room Service grabbed me. “You! Run this order up!” Putting my back into it, I shoved the laden cart onto the service elevator and opened the check to see that my destination was the penthouse. At which point that breakfast roll I’d eaten threatened to come back up.


I retraced the morning’s sprint of shame. Thanks to my hometown’s faltering population, I couldn’t so much as grab a quart of milk without facing past mistakes. So, as I had many times before, I pulled myself up to my full height, shook my hair forward, and rang the bell. The door opened to Rooster Boxers in a hotel robe he was still pulling on. While clearly trying to channel Hugh Heffner, he was presenting more Big Lebowski. If I never see another frat guy in a hotel robe.


“Dude.” He grinned with surprised delight as if the hotel had just sent up a complimentary stripper.


“Where would you like this set up . . .” I unclenched my jaw to finish the mandated script. “Sir?”


“Oh-ho-ho, sa-weet.” He looked like he wanted to high-five someone, but there were only the two of us in the vestibule.


“If you prefer me to leave it here—”


“Come on in. You know the way.” He strode ahead and I pushed the cart to the dining table where I quickly popped the sides up from under the linen. “Nice uniform.” I sensed him coming up behind me and stood just as the master bathroom door opened to the sound of a running shower. The guy who’d been on the terrace earlier strode out—naked.


“Shit!” he said, darting back into the bathroom.


“Westerbrook!” Rooster called to him.


“I . . . uh . . . needed my razor, Trevor.” He stepped back out, securing a towel around his waist, his toffee face turning a satisfying plum color. “Did you take it?”


“Look.” Trevor pointed at me. “Mandy—from last night.”


“Yeah, hi.” He nodded. “So did you . . . uh . . . find your purse?” His genuine curiosity seemed to take his friend aback. Trevor studied us.


“All right!” I lifted off the lids. “Eggs Benedict. Chicken and sage sausage. Blue cheese burger. Fries. Double espresso and vanilla milkshake. If you could just sign?” I handed Trevor the check, but he just kept grinning. Because he was high.


“We should meet up later.”


I wanted nothing more than to give him the look a girl like me has to perfect. Lips pulled taut to both ears as if by piano wire, eyes dead-on. A firm, pleasant, “No fucking way.” But I couldn’t risk rattling his cage.


“What time do you get off?” He cracked himself up at the double entendre.


“Nine.” Ten. “We’re going to the Lido Club.” We weren’t. “You don’t need to sign. Just call down when you’re ready for them to take the cart. Enjoy your stay.”


“Enjoyed it,” Trevor said like he was peeing on me.


“Dude,” Westerbrook admonished him, his embarrassment amplified. Unable to even look at me he grabbed the check and scribbled his signature.


“What?” Rooster balked, stuffing a fistful of fries into his mouth. “Just sayin’, I’m looking forward to seeing what she does for dessert.”


I took the check and turned for the door, Rooster’s friend at my heels. “Sorry.” He fumbled to open it for me. “Trevor’s a fuck-up. We’re fuck-ups.”


“How nice for you. I’m working.”


“Westerbrook” tipped me a hundred bucks, which I discovered on my way downstairs. I did not return to hurl the leather fold at their grease-flecked faces because my taillight needed fixing and I wanted to turn my cell back on. So I took his daddy’s money. That’s what I do for dessert.


Back at the kitchen the check was plucked from my hands and two brimming pitchers were put in their place. “Water! Ballroom! Now!” Clenching the handles, I followed the string of servers to the corridor where I was the last one through the padded doors. Silverware clinked as waiters scurried to finish setting the round tables.


Suddenly the speakers screeched. “The good people of Florida should vote to reelect Senator Watkins because what this country needs is—” a man’s voice boomed. “Okay! Mike’s on, now we’re cookin’ with gas.” I looked up to the stage at the far end of the room.


“You sounding like the Wizard still doesn’t make me believe you!” a woman playfully called out.


“Because I’m pussy footing around here,” he said with frustration.


He crouched down at the front of the stage as the blond walked up to him. He dropped his head to hers, and she spoke softly to him before pointing him back to the microphone. He mugged being dragged back to the podium by a cane.


“Remember, I know when you’re not saying it straight,” she called up to him, crossing her arms in her black blazer while I moved slowly around the tables, filling each glass.


“You do?”


“A wife knows when to call bullshit.”


He grinned at her. “A wife knows a hell of a lot more than that.”


“Don’t waste your flirting, Tom,” she said, a smile in her voice. “I’m already sold. Okay, hurry now, before all the people get here, say it to me plain and simple, just like you said it to me on the beach. You’re just introducing the man. Shoot from the hip. People should vote to reelect Senator Watkins because America needs . . .” she prompted.


“To get . . .” He gripped the podium, thinking intently. “We just need to get . . . a map.”


“A map,” she repeated dubiously.


“A goddamn map, Lindsay. Too many people want better, but they have no fucking idea how to get there. They’re living just one paycheck ahead of real destitution.” His whole countenance darkened. I stopped even pretending to pour and just listened. “They have kids who want to go to school, but they can’t because they’re stuck home taking care of sick grandparents—or siblings. They’re too focused on surviving to think about thriving. How can we make this all just a little bit easier on them? What can we take off their plates so they can give their kids a fighting chance? How do we give them a clear path forward? It’s a fact of nature, no—it’s damn physics is what it is—a body in motion stays in motion. People deserve genuine motion.” He brought his hands down flat on the podium and shook his head. “And one of these stuffed shirts ought to give it to them already.”


A waiter had stopped setting a nearby table and was frowning at me. I hadn’t cried in front of anyone since third grade when I taught myself exactly how many steps it was from the school bus—or our door—to the sanctity of the nearby woods. I’d silently count with a jutted chin until the cover of foliage made it safe to collapse. And I sensed a collapse was imminent.


I rushed out of the ballroom to the ladies’, which was blessedly empty. Twisting the stall lock behind me, my head dropped with tears whose force took me by surprise. Up until that moment I’d been harnessing every molecule to convince myself I was in motion. But I wasn’t. Not really. I was just in a breathless state of stuck, leaping from one trestle to the next in front of a barreling train and mistaking that for travel. Maybe I wasn’t in my mom’s trailer, or at Kath’s, but I was standing in someone else’s bathroom, wearing someone else’s clothes, surrounded by strangers. And a guy I was stupid enough to believe was anything other than the same old shit had stolen every penny I’d earned.


The bathroom door flung open. I tried to catch my breath as someone rushed to the sinks. “No,” she murmured. And then louder, “No-no-no.”


I gulped and tugged at the toilet paper to wipe my face. I heard Grammy in my head. Amanda Beth, get it together. Now. But I couldn’t, I couldn’t.


“There’s no reception in here?” the woman muttered.


In the gap between stall the door and the wall I saw beige heels and freckled legs, the edge of a white skirt.


“It’s—no. You have to go out to the ballroom.” I sounded raspy and clogged from crying. I cleared my throat.


“He’s not worth it,” she said halfheartedly to me.


“Right, no it’s not—just I’m . . . um . . . I was listening to the guy practicing his introduction in there and everything he’s saying is—America should listen to him.” Get it together. I unlocked the door. “Sorry to babble. I’m fine.” I blushed as I realized it was the blond from the conference room, the speaker’s wife, her black blazer now tied around the waist of her white dress. “Are you okay?” I stepped out.


“No . . . I’m . . . ”


That’s when I saw it, in the mirror behind her, a deep stain spreading below the blazer. Stunned, she looked down and we both saw the red trail snaking down her legs.


“I’ve so been there.” I touched her forearm. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you—”


“I’m not prepared . . . for this.” She fumbled with her phone. “I just need to call my doctor.”


“I’ll get you a tampon.”


She looked at me like she couldn’t decipher my meaning.


“There’s a housekeeping station. At the other end of the corridor.”


“A tampon isn’t going to . . .” Her mouth twisted. “This isn’t . . . we were trying . . .” She clenched her eyes shut. “His speech,” she instructed herself. “Is in thirty minutes. And I have to get back in there. That’s what’s next.”


“Wait here.” I motioned to the handicap stall. “I’ll run to the staff room and get you a clean skirt.”


She shook her head, nonetheless stepping inside. “We’re here at the hotel. Room 817. If you wouldn’t mind?” She reached in her blazer pocket and pulled out a key card with a trembling hand. “Just the black skirt in the closet.”


“Not at all.”


I sped-walked past the arriving attendees, greeting each other with hearty handshakes. Upstairs, I slipped the card in above the Please Service sign and went to the closet. I found the black skirt, but then it occurred to me that someone in her situation might need fresh drawers. I unclipped the hotel’s plastic laundry bag from its hanger. Hesitating for half a second, I lifted the suitcase lid and, among the tossed contents, found a pair of underwear and hose to put in the bag. In the bathroom I collected a few washcloths stacked beside a faded Hello Kitty pencil case filled with make-up—I grabbed that, too. I saw the needles and vials in the trash, but nothing in my life had given me reason to know their purpose. Infertility wasn’t exactly Tallyville’s most pressing concern.


Looping past the housekeeping office on the main floor, I grabbed sanitary supplies, which I snuck through the thick flow of luncheon attendees and back to the bathroom. Two women in pastel suits were drying their hands.


“I have your things,” I said as soon as they left.


The stall door unlatched and she looked out at me, tear streaks marring her foundation but her composure otherwise returned. “I can’t thank you enough.”


“No problem.” I passed her the clothes. “And here.” When I handed her the bag, she looked into it and then back at me. “Oh my God, you’re amazing.”


Assuming she wanted to be alone—I certainly would have—I was about to leave when she said, “Will you wait and take the bag back up?”


“Of course.”


A few minutes later, she emerged in her new outfit and pulled a face at herself in the mirror. “I’m a hot mess.” “Not at all,” I said, taking the bag.


A man’s laughter just outside filtered in. She ran a hand over her hair and then tugged out the pencil case, which seemed to threaten her resolve for a moment before she reached in and took out her powder. “Well,” she said to us both with an eye toward the door. “Let’s just say a prayer of thanks for the predominantly male population of the South Floridian Lawyers Association, shall we? They don’t tend to notice the fine print on us wives.” She swiped her cheeks with blush. With her large brown eyes and fine features she was very attractive, but now that I looked closely I would have said older than someone who would want to have a baby. Where I came from she would have been grandma material.


“It does seem to be a lot of guys.”


“Funny, that’s how they sign their Christmas cards.” She smiled at me. “Well this was above and beyond the call of duty . . . I don’t even know your name.”


“Man—Amanda.” I pushed myself to use my full name. “Luker. Sorry to be simpering when you came in. I really appreciated what your husband was saying out there, is all. About motion. And stuck towns. Obviously he’s talking about much more than me and my stupid problems—”


“He’s talking about whatever it is you’re facing on our government’s watch. And he means it. Spread the word.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“But not about this.”


“About what?” I cocked my head at her and she grabbed my hand in both of hers, squeezing it with more appreciation than I could remember getting from a grown-up.


“One foot in front of the other, Amanda.” She threw her shoulders back and walked to the door as if refreshed. “That’s all a girl can do.”


I made it through the rest of my shift, standing at attention for guests lounging under the misting machines as the staff ferried tapas just outside the perimeter of relief. Adding to the temperature, a pinhole of hope burned in my chest. The feeling was reminiscent of when Diego opened his laptop at the Tallyville Super 8 and showed me the work he was so proud of, his face animating with the passion of someone who so badly wanted me to see what he did.


And this hope went further back—to the first time I checked out a stack of books from the library with Grammy standing behind me, nodding proudly with her ever-present rattan purse dangling from the crook of her elbow. “There’s more,” she said, meaning we’d come back every week, but I took it to mean more than Delilah and the trailer and a street that nature reclaimed at its end.


On my break I stuck my head in the ballroom, but by then everyone was long gone. I picked up a program from the stack by the door to find the last name of the man who’d introduced the senator. Davis. Tom Davis.


As soon as I clocked out at ten, I grabbed my keys and wallet and went to the Business Center. Built before the world could be run on one’s phone, it was rarely used except by the occasional guy surfing for things he didn’t want record of in his search history. I had taken to using it as I once used the library, like it was mine alone.


Parking myself at the first computer, I tugged down the zipper that had been digging into my ribs all day and typed in Tom’s name as I held the lamé to my chest.


In the first image I found, he was clad in a suit and stood by a flag, looking like a businessman with a sweep of black bangs, his blue eyes warm and smiling. In the flatness of the photo, nothing distinguished him from those at the hotel restaurant who cut into steaks with elbows raised or stared into space while their wives kept the family vacation to a low roar.


But here’s what I found out; he was a good guy. A whiz kid who’d worked his way through school on merit scholarships and became the state’s most formidable trial lawyer. He’d written for his law review and later for local papers, impassioned op-eds identifying missed opportunities for communities to support struggling families. He’d won massive settlements for class action suits against tobacco and chemical companies. Afraid the opposition was going to vote for torte reform, he’d thrown his influence behind Watkins, making strong inroads into the Florida political scene. And, this is the part that made my arms goose-pimple, he grew up a few towns over from Tallyville, and there wasn’t anything in that direction to be proud of.


One foot in front of the other.


He’d met Lindsay Palmer, of the Jacksonville Palmers, at college—then they’d gone onto law school together and had built a joint practice. In her wedding picture, her curls looked a little big, her dress a little flouncy, her lipstick a little pale, but, despite the dated fashion, she was still strikingly beautiful.


Then I Googled them both and a batch of articles came up that I hadn’t expected. Their daughter, Ashleigh, had been killed a year earlier in a car accident. She was sixteen. Before the news clip I clicked on could play, a voice interrupted me.


“Feet hurt, huh?”


I startled to see Westerbrook had rolled a desk chair out from behind the last cubicle. “I didn’t know anyone was down here.” I clenched my elbows to keep my dress from flopping open.


“Me, neither. You don’t have to go.”


“I’m done, actually, so . . .” I didn’t want to zip up in front of him. But I couldn’t move my arms if I didn’t.


He was wearing linen pants and carrying his dress shirt flung over his shoulder. I realized that it had met with a dark cocktail—a bitch of a stain for whoever’s problem this guy’s laundry was. “Do you think we’ll ever be fully dressed together?”


I cringed. “That wasn’t—I don’t normally . . .” Why was I apologizing to him? “At any rate, I’m not into sharing office space with those about to whack off.”


“That makes two of us. Is that your poison?” He pointed to the screen behind me. “Pretty dark stuff.”


I paused the video. “No, it’s—no. That’s the guy who was speaking here today. Tom Davis. He was compelling. But I didn’t know about his daughter.”


“Horrible.” He shook his head at the news story.


I shut down the computer.


“I should probably get back to work,” he said reluctantly.


“Right.”


He pointed at the desk and I craned my head around the corner to see a spreadsheet. “We’re supposed to be heading out drinking, but I forgot to get this done today.”


Keeping my dress pinned to me, I bent to pick up the shoes I hadn’t realized I’d slipped off. “They do.”


“Sorry?”


“Hurt.” I gave him that one.


“That sucks. Hey, aren’t there those little gel things you can slip in there? Like, deflated implant-looking things?”


“How would you know that?”


“I have a sister—step.” He clasped his hands. “Do you? Have siblings?”


“A brother—half,” I said.


“Me, too.”


“Which part?”


“Top part.”


I blushed. “No, I meant—”


He was smiling at me. “I’m Pax, by the way. Pax Westerbrook.” He stood and extended his hand. I awkwardly shook it with my elbows at my side.


“Amanda Luker.”


“So do you want me to turn around so you can zip up before you go out there?”


“Yes,” I sighed, giving up on pride.


“Dude.” I heard Trevor open the door behind me and froze. “I waited a fucking hour and the bitch didn’t show—”


“Yeah,” Pax said quickly, “She’s—”


I turned around. Trevor stared at Pax’s naked chest, my unzipped dress and bare feet, like I was still topless. “Oh, I get it.”


“She was just—” Pax started, but was interrupted by Kurt rounding into the room behind them.


Shit.


He took in the three of us and his eyes narrowed. “Amanda, vy does security have you going into a room on the 8th floor and coming out with a bag zis afternoon?”


“I was, um . . .” I stepped past both guys to where he stood in the doorway. There was no way to explain myself without mentioning Mrs. Davis.


“Um? You can’t be serious. I told zem my Mandy vouldn’t be messing around. I covered for you.” He eyed the two guys, his face setting in that hard expression that was the precursor to his ripping someone a new one.


“I was just using the computer, doing some research.” I tried to get him to remember I was one of the good ones.


“Oh so that’s what she is,” Rooster seethed. “A hustler.”


“Trevor,” Pax said tightly as I felt myself go rigid.


“You should ask her where your watch went,” Rooster pushed. “You know she tried to charge me last night.”


“What?” I balked at his blatant lie.


“Admit it. You took it.”


Pax looked to me. “You did?”


“Fuck you,” I said before I could catch myself.


“Zat’s it,” Kurt hissed.


Panic surged. “Kurt, please, you know I would never—”


“You’re fired.”


“Kurt, I swear to you.” He tugged away as I tried to touch his arm.


“I suggest you leave ze property before I call security.”


“But what about my check?” How could this be happening?


“You’ll have to call ze office on Monday.” He straightened his collar. “Sings can get lost. I don’t know.”


“Kurt.” My chin jutted out, counting commencing.


“I tell you, Mandy, but you don’t listen. Shit on me, I wash my hands of you.” He gazed at his nails. “Now get your thieving ass out of my sight.”





Chapter
Two


DESPITE FEELING LIKE I’D BEEN HURLED to the depths of a well, the morning sun still found me in Mom’s trailer. God knows why it wanted to, but it persisted in shining through the crack in the tin foil taped to the windows. If I were a shaft of dawn, I’d have sought a patch of grass to fall on—maybe one of the marigolds that grew wild by the side of the highway, a full nest of eggs, or a penthouse terrace overlooking the ocean. I would not have gone willingly into Delilah Luker’s double-wide.


I lay on the living area’s pullout couch and fought the same urge I did every morning in the two week’s since I’d slunk back—the desire to roll over and hold my little brother for just a few minutes when he still looked like a baby and smelled like soap, before his breathing lightened, his eyes opened, and his kinetic boyness took over. But I knew if I didn’t move it and put breakfast on, I would never get him to the road in time to catch the bus. Delilah assumed he was handling it, just like she did when I was his age and, all of twenty-four herself, she thought an eight-year-old could cook.


I brushed my teeth while I waited for the shower to turn hot and stared at the peeling vinyl. I’d spent the first night back from South Beach wiping off every inch of the place with a bucket of bleach and while it still felt grimy, at least it no longer looked fairy-tale neglected. Billy had been staying with neighbors a lot, I learned, because Mom had someone. That’s all she would say. Someone. “Mom,” I called toward the bedroom. There was no answer. “Delilah!”


The couch springs screeched as Billy hopped up. “Mom.” I heard him push her door open, then the bathroom. “Not here,” he said.


“Excellent. Get dressed and I’ll make eggs.” Before I’d left with Diego, I’d signed him up for a summer session so he could get extra help with his reading. If he fell behind he’d be even less into school than he was already.


“I want to stay home with you.” He squeezed past me to pee.


“As if.” His sandy blond hair was a mess, as if sleep were a hat he’d just tugged off. I smoothed his bedhead and said, “That place may be a shithole, the teachers may suck, and your whole class might have buggers, but you have to keep at it or . . .” I felt the tepid shower.


“Or what?”


“Dude, you’re going to college if it kills me.”


“You went to college,” he said, flushing.


“But you’re staying till they give you that degree. Wash hands.” I pulled him back inside by the shoulder. “One of us isn’t working at Mickey D’s the rest of our lives.”


“Free Happy Meals.” He dried his hands on my T-shirt.


“Well, yes, there’s that.”


“Mandy.” His eyebrows shot up like the space rockets on his underwear. “Are you gonna work at McDonald’s?”


“No. Even they don’t want me. Thank you for proving my point. Get your clothes on.” I steered him to the outfit Mom had left out for him on the table and pulled the accordion door shut.


While he folded up the couch, I stood in the shower a minute longer than I had time for and wondered why, as far back as I could remember, I’d always wanted something else for myself. Did our neighbors feel that way—or did their ambitions end at the county line? And why hadn’t I had a big brother or sister who would’ve whipped my ass before letting me drop out of community college? Although, considering Delilah was sixteen when she had me, an older sibling was probably not, in fact, what I would have wished for.


After I dropped Billy off, I headed out to follow up with the handful of places that hadn’t said an outright no to my inquiries. To save gas I parked and walked in my flip-flops from one end of town to the other, but all I turned up was a nickel and an offer of a beer from letchy Dan Stevens, whose wife had been my ninth-grade math teacher. I never liked her, but I still wouldn’t screw her husband just to get a job rustling up his coffee. Although, with only the GED under my belt, and Kath holding a grudge at my quitting in the first place, I was getting scared that Dan was going to end up being my best offer.


I stood on the uneven sidewalk, which sprouted weeds between every stone, the sun on the back of my neck like a finger poking me. I needed to get out of there, which required saving money, which meant getting a job, and staying put exactly where I didn’t want to be. The frustration made my eyes sting.


Just then my phone rang. I didn’t know the number.


“Hello?” I answered eagerly.


“Is this Amanda?” a man asked.


“Yes.” I tried to fill my voice with a hirable quality.


“This is Pax Westerbrook. We met at the—”


A sound like a motorcycle idling escaped the back of my throat. “I know who you are.”


“You remember?”


“It’s not like your name’s Dave.”


“Right.”


“Calling to make sure I’m well-and-truly fired? I am. I’m well-and-truly fired.” I actually kicked the lamppost base with my toe.


“Um, I was just—sorry, this feels stupid now—I wanted to see if you were okay.”


“Why?”


“I feel super shitty about what happened—I found my watch and Trevor admitted you didn’t actually, you know, solicit him.”


“To Kurt?” I clutched the phone. “He told the hotel?”


“No, uh, actually, just me. He can be an asshole when he’s been drinking, but he’s not a bad guy.”


I rolled my eyes at the empty street. “Okay, well, thanks for calling to clarify that—”


“I want to make it up to you,” he said hastily, before I could disconnect.


“Make it up to me?”


“Please. I want to. I’m in West Palm—I could come down.” Was this guy asking me out? Seriously?


“Well, I’m back home now, so . . .”


“Oh. I just thought I could—”


“Why now? Why not step in when my manager was reaming me out?”


“I didn’t know what to think. Look, Trevor was out of line,” he conceded the one thing he seemed willing while completely not answering my question.


“Your friend accuses me of being a thief and a hooker, which you believed, and all you can say is that he was out of line?”


“What else do you want me to say?” He was suddenly defensive. I couldn’t believe it.


“Okay, look, dude, if you needed to clean your conscience, consider it gleaming. I’m fine. Never been better. Your wonderful friend was just having his period and it’s all good. So you take care now.” I hung up.


I didn’t know why Pax Westerbrook was getting such a rise out of me—just thinking of his uselessly stunned expression as Kurt led me away by the elbow reminded me of the worst of the guys who Mom had paraded through the trailer, like they were big men there to skin something for dinner and make it all right. But when Mom freaked out because the lights went off or Billy had a fever, when reality slammed into the aluminum sides like a gator’s tail, they just shoved their hands deep in their pockets and looked sheepish.


Sheepish. That’s what he’d been. I had no space for it.


I headed back to the trailer. Halfway there I spotted Mom’s Buick at the edge of the Walmart parking lot and pulled over. She was sitting in the front seat, tears forming black gullies that trailed beneath her sunglasses.


“Hey,” I called tentatively as I approached.


“Did Billy get off all right?” she asked, not looking at me or questioning what I was doing there.


“Yes. You okay?” I leaned down in her open window.


“Did he have his green shirt on—they were supposed to wear green today.” She pulled a Wendy’s wrapper from her purse and blew her nose.


“He put on what you left out for him.”


“And there was enough baloney for his lunch?” she asked, as if I was the spouse who’d forgotten to buy more.


“I’ll pick some up today—now, I’m here,” I realized. I had been trying to ration my visits to Walmart, because once I walked every aisle, touched every towel and sundress, that would be it. I would have nothing else to look at. Budget cuts had long since closed the library. And the cable was off so I couldn’t even watch stupid TV.


“Thanks, Mandy. I’m just making a run to the bank to get change before the lunch crowd.” She had her diner uniform on.


“Okay.” I accepted her answer, which explained nothing whatsoever about what was going on. “Did he dump you? The ‘someone’ you’re seeing?”


She shook her head. Then she pointed to the dashboard, where a pregnancy test seemed to be cooking, its cross turning a deep pink.


“Fuuuck,” I said in a low, long breath. I came around and got in the passenger seat. “What’re you gonna do?” I asked stupidly, even though I’d passed three billboards telling me Jesus watches the unborn in the last mile. There was nothing to do.
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