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CHAPTER 1 AUDREY April 15, 2023


“If you don’t get down here right now, you’re fired!” a booming voice calls up the steps outside our apartment. I roll my eyes as I shove my feet into my worn Converse and double-knot the laces.

“I’d like to see you try, old man!” I call back, throwing open the door to reveal my bald dad smirking up at me from the entryway, our dog Cooper at his feet, tail wagging. “Good luck finding someone else who’ll work for free.”

I jog down to meet him, and he taps his watch, raising a thick eyebrow. “Six oh one. You’re late.”

I pull my phone out of my back pocket and hold it up to him. “Six o’clock. Your watch is off.”

“Fine, you can stay another day,” he says, his graying mustache ticking up at the corner as he slides past me to head upstairs and sleep after working the overnight shift.

“Don’t forget the drink delivery at noon,” he calls over his shoulder.

“Roger that.” I pat Cooper’s head on my way through the side door that leads directly into Cameron’s Corner Shop, my usual Saturday morning duties waiting for me.

As I make the coffee, I gaze out the window at Penn Avenue, at the new buildings, modern apartments, and hip restaurants that have moved in since I was a kid perched on my dad’s shoulders while he made the coffee. This street, and so much of Pittsburgh, has changed over the past eighteen years.

But not Cameron’s Corner Shop, with its scuffed floors, sagging shelves, and rusting sign. Our little slice of Pittsburgh has remained exactly the same, even if the customers have changed. Regulars come for the cheap coffee and scratch-offs. Students stumble in on Friday nights to get armfuls of snacks and mixers. Tourists pop their heads in to ask for directions and recommendations. And the bougie people from the overpriced apartments meander in as a last resort when they forget to buy their premium milk and ancient-grain bread, settling for 2 percent and cardboard white.

It isn’t much, but it’s my dad’s pride and joy, his childhood dream of opening a shop on the street where he grew up brought to life after a CVS took the place of the one he used to visit. Something simple and homegrown and constant, for our community, the people that have always been here and always will be here. And that dream became my whole family’s, in a way, his love for the place and the customers and the unusual hours infecting me and my mom.

Plus, it’s easy to be coerced when you get free chips and soda for working the register or stocking the shelves. Can’t say no to a bag of Cheetos and a Cherry Coke. At least not when you’re a kid, before sleeping in and dreams of your own start to seep in. But I try not to think about that now.

Coffee made, I fall into the dull but steady rhythm of the morning, perching behind the counter on a squeaking barstool my dad got off Craigslist with Cooper curled up at my feet, reading a new cartoon-cover romance novel in between greeting the blur of familiar and unfamiliar faces that pass through the front door. Gary the bus driver stops in for his powdered donuts, telling me about an accident on 376 that has traffic backed up all the way to the airport. The cool artist girl who moved in over Vince’s Pizza just down the street grabs a yellow pack of American Spirits, paying in crumpled dollar bills and quarters while I try and fail again to work up the courage to ask her about what she’s working on. A guy I’ve never seen before sprints in to buy a pack of toilet paper, slamming a twenty on the counter and bolting before I even have time to ring him up.

Finally, at eight o’clock sharp, the bells on the front door jingle, and my favorite grumpy customer lumbers inside, bony fingers curled around a wooden cane.

“Hi, Mr. Montgomery,” I call out, and he grunts his usual hello at me before shuffling off to collect his newspaper.

“You draw anything yet?” he asks over his shoulder, and my stomach falls.

“Uh…” I glance at the worn, now-dust-covered sketchbook I’ve kept on the shelf underneath the cash register for years. “Not yet.”

“Doesn’t RISD want everything by May first?” he asks, checking his analog wristwatch. “It’s already—”

I cut him off. “Trust me. I know.” I’ve been acutely aware of the date ever since I was wait-listed at my dream school a few months ago and told to submit a portfolio with five “new and different” pieces as my art “showed promise” but was “too passive, lacking confidence and a strong enough personal point of view.”

Which, like, if they thought I was lacking confidence before that glowing review, imagine what little I had left after.

I reach down and pick up the sketchbook, flipping through the older pages. Faces and hands and bodies flash in front of my eyes, all belonging to customers who passed through our doors. In some way, it doesn’t even feel like my art anymore, all done so long ago that I’m not even sure I remember what it felt like to put a pencil to the paper and have a furrowed brow or unruly hair or gnarled fingers appear.

I watch as slowly but surely filled pages give way to half-started sketches and empty spaces, and then…

Nothing. Blank page after blank page after blank page. The shitty, overwhelming, helpless feeling swims into my bones as I watch my inspiration, my passion, my excitement dry up and disappear completely.

I flip to one of the last marked-up pages, pausing when I see a tiny doodle from last summer, the style different from everything else around it, a cartoon Cooper with a thought bubble saying, “I love you!”

Charlie.

I grimace and slam the sketchbook shut.

How am I supposed to draw when I can’t even look at my sketchbook without thinking of him?

Three years ago, when we met at a summer program at the Rhode Island School of Design that our high school shipped the best ninth- and tenth-grade artists off to, it felt like the best thing that could have happened to me. I hadn’t even wanted to leave Pittsburgh, but when our paths crossed and I’d discovered how much possibility was out there, away from this worn barstool, I was so glad I had. He became my critique partner, then my late-night, slightly buzzed sketching buddy, and from that first warm summer night after a full day in the studio, lying on the grass under a darkening sky, I felt seen. He was a year older, a rising junior, but he just… got me. How much art meant to me. How much it was a part of me.

Or at least I thought he did.

After that we did everything together. We were supposed to go to RISD together, too, back to where it all started.

But then he got rejected last spring and gave up on art altogether, encouraging me to do the same. To stop taking it so seriously and to focus on something more practical, like he’d never actually wanted it at all. It didn’t help that all our friends agreed with him. Ben, Hannah, Claire all nodding away at our lunch table like they hadn’t been begging me to sketch them just last week. Maybe because they’d been his friends first. Or maybe because they knew in their bones we’d drift apart after they graduated and I was left behind. And that was exactly what happened with them, but I still thought Charlie and I would make it. That he’d see me again, even if he didn’t want to see that part of himself anymore.

So when he finally came home from Penn State just before Halloween, I wasn’t expecting the breakup. Even though looking at it now, I should have been.

He claimed the distance was too hard. Deep down, I don’t think he meant the miles.

So, taking the leap and applying after he dumped me felt like… a chance to prove him wrong. Sure, I was heartbroken, but if I got in, I could prove to the girl who stayed up late drawing underneath her blanket, the girl who would sneak off to the art museum every chance she got, the girl who kept drawing when he told her it was pointless, that it had all been worth it.

Which made it sting that much more when it turned out he was right.

I was wait-listed a mere month and a half after he dumped me. And, naturally, I spiraled into a deep, dark sadness that felt like I was literally dying and would never experience joy and happiness ever again.

Or something like that. I don’t know.

He was my first love and my first heartbreak, so I’m allowed to be a little dramatic.

The worst part, maybe, is that while the heartbreak has mostly healed, I haven’t been able to draw since. I’ve spent hours upon hours these last few months staring at blank pages, pencil frozen in midair, unable to bring myself to draw anything past a stick figure.

Even my old tricks haven’t been able to work their magic. I’ve had my dad point to every random object in our apartment as a prompt, the plants crowding around the windowsill, our lumpy couch, even the ornate French music box on our living room shelf I’ve always loved, and I can’t ever get past the first sweeping line. I’ll draw it over and over and over, because it just doesn’t look right. It just doesn’t feel right.

I don’t feel right. The spark I’ve always had when drawing is just… gone. Missing. I feel about as distant from the page in front of me as I do from Charlie at Penn State. Maybe more. So getting one new piece for RISD feels impossible. And here they are wanting five.

I let out a long sigh as I slide Mr. Montgomery his usual black coffee with three granules of sugar across the faded yellow counter. “Guess I’ll just stay in Pittsburgh and annoy you for the rest of my life.”

“You sure you want that?”

“I guess so.” I shrug. I’ve pretty much resigned myself to it at this point.

I love the corner shop, and I love my parents, and I know I can always take classes at the community college and do something else. It wouldn’t be terrible. But saying it, I realize there’s no denying the heaviness that still tugs at my chest over the thought of never getting out from behind this cash register. Of giving up on my dream of being an artist, the one that started even before Charlie and that summer program. The feeling that even though it does scare me to leave this shop and this city, here would never quite be enough the way it is for my dad.

He snorts. “In my day we called that wimping out.”

“Back in the 1800s?”

He grumbles something under his breath and shoots me a glower from underneath his wispy white eyebrows, but I can see the trace of a smile lingering around the edges of his mouth.

“Well, anyway.” He takes a sip of his coffee before digging around in his pockets until his hand emerges brandishing a new pack of black Faber-Castell pens. My favorite. “Just in case you get the urge.”

He chucks them on top of the sketchbook and grabs his newspaper off the counter while I bite the inside of my cheek, my eyes growing surprisingly misty.

“Thanks, Mr. Montgomery,” I manage to croak out as he toddles toward the door. At first he just waves his cane in reply, but then he turns back, his hand on the door handle.

“The Audrey Cameron I know wouldn’t let some boy ruin her fancy art school dreams. You’ve been talking about that shit since before you got those braces off.” The two of us exchange a small smile, because of course he’s not wrong. “Don’t give up, kid. If you won’t get your spark back, I’m gonna have to find something to do about it!”

Before I can ask what that could possibly be, he’s through the door, making his way back to the Lawrenceville town house he’s lived in for a thousand or so years, watching me and this whole block grow up. My dad hasn’t let him pay for his coffee or newspaper for as long as I can remember, and moments like these are why. He may be the neighborhood curmudgeon, but he’s also the guy who brought dinner every night for a week when my uncle died. The guy who attends local kids’ dance recitals and graduations. The guy who, as Mom and Dad tell it, helped them through a rough patch back when I was in elementary school. And now he’s the one giving me a pack of my favorite pens when I’ve all but given up hope completely.

“Well, Coop,” I say as I let out a long sigh. “Maybe these’ll do the trick.”

Cooper peers up at me adoringly, his big brown eyes like perfect little quarters, and I reach down to scratch the top of his fluffy black head until his tail wags happily.

Then I turn to a blank page and hope for a spark.






CHAPTER 2 LUCY June 7, 1812


It is horrid for me to admit, but I might prefer it when my father is in London on business instead of home at Radcliffe.

The loneliness is something I’ve become accustomed to, the quiet of our house almost comfortable. Freeing. Reading novels he would disapprove of over breakfast. Writing my own songs on the pianoforte in the afternoon instead of whatever etude or nocturne the accomplished women in London are currently expected to play. Going on long walks of the grounds as the sun dips, with no glares of disgust at the dirty hem of my dress when I return.

When he is here, like now, the loneliness remains, but the silence is different. It’s stifling—no, deafening, drowning out even the cutlery on the plates as we eat our dinner, scarcely a word said between us.

Things used to be different. The house felt… alive, years ago, before Mother passed. Infectious laughter during afternoon tea, furniture pushed noisily aside as she taught me new dances, and no hem was more valuable than an adventure on a sunny day.

My father never joined us. His arrogance and obvious disdain have been a constant since the day I was born. But he tolerated it, not out of love for her, I’ve come to realize, but because of the size of her dowry and her family’s status. It kept us both of some value to a man who has no use or regard for love.

Now he can’t wait to be rid of me, too, the only thing keeping me here the prospect of my own marriage and what it will do for him.

Our housekeeper, Martha, tries to fill the hole Mother left, but still—

My father clears his throat, and my head snaps up to look at his icy blue eyes narrowing from across the long dinner table.

“Mr. Hawkins will be holding his annual ball in one month’s time,” he says, breaking the loud silence as he dabs at the corners of his mouth. “Mr. Caldwell, despite your best efforts and his warranted hesitation, has invited you to accompany him, and I sincerely hope you use this opportunity to secure his proposal once and for all.”

My stomach sinks at the thought of it. Being married. To Mr. Caldwell.

I try to imagine myself walking down the aisle to him, and my stomach inevitably twists. Mr. Caldwell is a fool. Not to mention twice my age.

He’s extraordinarily rich, though. The richest man in the county, in fact, my father a rather envious second. An alliance between our two families would be the crowning jewel for not only my father’s social status but his business ventures, and all I can do, all I should do, is make sure it happens. And an event of the magnitude of the Hawkins ball, the finale to the season, would certainly be the place to do it.

Yet I’ve tried my best to subtly resist his advances the past two months, hoping he would lose interest. I’ve been a dull conversationalist, stopped dancing halfway through a set, complaining my feet were aching, and even fumbled a piano passage I know by heart when my father invited him over for tea. (That earned me a week of practicing nothing but the song under my father’s watchful eye.) But with this invitation, it appears it was all for nothing.

Marriage. It feels, in this moment, at my father’s words, well and truly inevitable. Made fully clear this time, instead of implied. And I have no choice but to comply.

For what purpose do I have but this? What purpose does any woman have but this?

All my life, especially these last few years, I have been pruned and prepared for this single, solitary objective.

To marry well. Not for love or for romance, like my mother always spoke of, hoping my fate would be vastly different from hers, but for repairing a tiny bit of the damage I had done by being born a woman.

So I nod, like I will when Mr. Caldwell asks me for my hand, and look down at my plate, my eyes fixating on the intricate blue flowers twisting around the edge. “Yes, Father. I shall.”

“And since I cannot trust you to do it on your own charm, you’ll go into town tomorrow to get a new gown. Martha will accompany you. Miss Burton will be expecting you at two o’clock sharp,” he adds. Or rather, commands, but this request I don’t mind. Miss Burton set up shop three years ago and has in a very short time become quite a reputable dressmaker. Her prices are reasonable, her staff extraordinarily kind, and her work exquisite. Not to mention, a trip there always means a few hours away from the solitude of Radcliffe or my father’s wrath. “She will design something that will catch Caldwell’s eye and hold it, since you seem to be having such a difficult time of doing so.”

I watch as he stands and checks his pocket watch before heading for the door, ending our dinner without even asking if I am finished. “I haven’t time to discuss it further. I leave in a week for London, but I shall return in time for the ball.”

And with that, he is gone, disappearing to his study. I let out a breath I have been holding for what feels like the entirety of dinner. Martha gives my shoulder a squeeze as she motions to Abigail, one of the scullery maids, to clear away his plate.

“I wish he wouldn’t come back at all,” I whisper just loud enough for her to hear.

She gives me a sympathetic smile, the wrinkled corners of her mouth turning up. “Well, dear, I can’t say you’d be alone in that sentiment.” Abigail nods in agreement as she shuffles out of the room, silverware clattering noisily as she goes.

Martha would have left Radcliffe long ago and sought new employment if it weren’t for me. I was sure she would leave after her husband, Samuel, our former steward, died.

But Martha is fiercely loyal to the people she cares about. To my mother and to me. So she stayed, which makes me feel all the more guilty because it means my existence forces someone as dear as her to be stuck here too.

Perhaps that’s the one good thing about marrying Mr. Caldwell.

Martha will finally be free.



After reading Fordyce’s dreadfully dull sermons in the drawing room as expected until night falls, I retire to bed early but find myself tossing and turning as unwelcome thoughts of Mr. Caldwell keep me awake. His sweat-lined brow, the nauseating, trapped feeling I had when we first danced together two months ago at a mutual acquaintance’s ball in Langford. I’d thought I was just being polite, but my father’s intentions were made obvious when I noticed the calculating glint in his eye as he watched the two of us from across the room, looking away only to converse with Mr. Caldwell’s sister. My suspicions were confirmed when he invited Mr. Caldwell for tea the following week.

My fingers twist into my bedsheets, forming a fist. I feel it again now. The same tightening in my chest. The same discomfort.

Will I feel like this for the rest of my life? Do all young ladies whose marriages are entirely outside their control feel like this, forced to wed men they can hardly stand the sight of?

Did my mother?

While I’ve never felt that hint of love or attraction even for any of the men I’ve met, I can’t help but feel a stab of pain over the fact that now I’ll never know. Never experience what it would be like to fall in love with someone. To want someone.

Finally, I stop tossing and turning over these thoughts and slip out of bed. I light the candle on my nightstand, watching as the flame dances with every exhale, casting twisting shadows on the walls. I scoop it up, pull on my wrap, and tiptoe out into the moonlit corridor. The stillness of the house, save for the creaking floorboards underneath my feet, helps to ease my nerves as I wander down hallway after hallway.

I end up in the farthest wing, where a wall of portraits extends as far as the eye can see, past the glow of the flame. My father, and his father, and his father before him. All with the same hawk-like nose. The same proud squaring of their shoulders. The same cold blue eyes that feel like they are watching me even now.

I shudder and pull my wrap closer to my body, slipping through the door at the end of the hallway and into the library to see the only portrait in this house I care for.

My mother’s.

I raise the candle, and her face is brought to life once more in the illumination: high cheekbones and golden hair. She wears a gold chain with a single teardrop pearl on it around her delicate neck, and the deep brown of her eyes is so different from my father’s, so much warmer.

My fingers search my throat for the ghost of a necklace I’ve never been able to find as I study her features. People always said we looked alike, and she would smile at that, stroking my hair and nodding in agreement.

But I still see him. In my eyes. In the corners of my mouth. In the way I move.

Even when I leave this place, I will never be free of him.

The candle flickers in my hand before being extinguished completely as a draft blows in through the open door, leaving behind only a glowing ember and a swirling trail of smoke in the moonlight.

It feels almost delusional now that I’d believed her when she said I was destined to marry for love. Foolish to think, even if I found it, that love could possibly outweigh duty and expectation, when it certainly hadn’t for her.

All I can think about now is how glad I am that she doesn’t have to see how wrong she was.






CHAPTER 3 AUDREY April 16, 2023


Pittsburgh weekends in the springtime have always been my favorite.

Biking around the city as the flowers begin to bloom, I see the streets hopping after a long winter, garage door windows pulled open at just about every restaurant, customers spilling out onto the sidewalks as summer looms hopefully on the horizon.

I zip around the corners, earbud dangling out of one ear, letting the playlist I put together this morning to kill time while I manned the cash register guide my pedals as I take in the sights from the bike lane.

This ride is important.

I’m searching, just like I used to before the shitshow of the last few months, trying to find something that will inspire me enough to fill the blank pages of my sketchbook for this application. Especially now that Mr. Montgomery gifted me those expensive pens.

I don’t want to let myself down again, but something about letting him down too feels like the extra little bit of weight I might need to try again and not, as he said, wimp out.

As I take in all the colors and lines and shapes of every streetlight, every bustling bar, every couple arm in arm on the sidewalk, I feel the ghost of an itch in my fingertips. And when I catch sight of a blond girl in a bright floral dress, the sunlight seeming to perfectly outline her face and long flowing hair, my pointer finger actually twitches against my handlebars. I can see it, a blank page unfurling in front of me. The long strokes of each golden strand, the shading underneath her jaw, the oval shape of her—

Shit.

I slam on my brakes, trying to swerve out of the way as a blue car door flies open, but I smack right into it, face-planting on the glass as the bike tumbles out from underneath me. I hit the pavement and let out a long groan. When I roll onto my back, I find myself face-to-face with the cotton-candy pink and blue sky.

All things considered, it’s a beautiful sunset.

Not a bad way to go out.

“Oh my gosh, I am so sorry,” a voice says, and a head pops into my field of view. I zero in on the features of a worried-looking Asian girl. Cool nose ring. Bleached-blond hair. Arm full of tattoos. My stomach unexpectedly flutters in a way that feels both familiar and unfamiliar entirely. I sit up instead of thinking about why, pressing a hand to my stomach to quiet the feeling. “Are you okay? Do I need to call an ambulance or—”

I shake my head. I feel banged up and dazed but not hospital-level bad.

Looks like I’ll live to see another sunset.

“No, I’m good. I’m cool, but…” I motion, my right hand reaching over to my left side, showing her how she should have opened the door. “You know the Dutch reach? You should start doing it. You could lose a car door, dude. Or a limb. Especially on this street. Some cars just fly…”

My voice trails off as a white guy gets out from the passenger seat, jogging around the front of the car to grab on to the hand of no-look-door-open girl.

Charlie.

“Jules, are you okay?” he asks her, like she’s the one who left a visible face print on the driver’s-side window.

I stumble to my feet, and his brown eyes widen when he sees me, the unflattering mustache he’s grown since October twitching as his mouth falls open in surprise. As if I’m the one who isn’t supposed to be here.

What is he even doing home?

I guess the distance was never really the issue.

“Audrey,” he says as the two of us stare at each other for a long and totally not weird moment. “You’re, uh, bleeding….” His voice trails off as he points at my forehead, just above my right eye.

I reach up, wincing as my fingers touch a cut. My hand comes away with enough blood to make me feel woozy.

But not as woozy as what I see in front of me.

My eyes flick down to their hands, fingers laced together, and I do that math.

Charlie is dating car-door girl. Like moved-on, visiting-his-hometown, going-out-to-dinner-on-a-Sunday-night, hitting-people-with-cars-for-funsies dating.

“Uh, how’s it going?” I ask, quickly wiping my bloody hand on my pants before placing it oh so casually on my hip.

“Um,” Charlie says, squinting at me. “Fine.”

There’s a long pause, broken by a drop of blood dripping right into my eyeball. I wipe it away with the back of my hand and take this as my cue to leave and find a first-aid kit and maybe a deep, cavernous hole to fall into and never come out of.

“I should, uh…” I stoop down and pick up my bike, which looks like it went through a trash compactor. “I should probably get home.”

“Let me at least give you a ride,” my replacement offers.

Jules.

Shit. Even her name is cool.

“No, no. I’ll be fine,” I say, but as I lean on my handlebars, the front tire of the bike slowly deflates, air hissing out for a good ten seconds as we all avoid eye contact.

“Audrey,” Charlie says. “Let us drive you home.”

Us.

Ew.

I open my mouth to protest again, but… my dented bike and aching body beat out my pride. I don’t especially want to walk the mile and a half back like this.

Letting out a long sigh, I nod, and Jules helps me wrangle the bike into her trunk while Charlie returns with a fistful of napkins from Primanti’s for my forehead.

I slide into the back seat, and Charlie’s new girlfriend asks where to go.

“Just head straight down Penn,” the two of us say at the same time, Charlie glancing back at me. I smack the pile of napkins to my forehead to stop the bleeding and the eye contact, then gaze out the window as we silently drive toward home.

“You two know each other from high school?” Jules asks cheerily. That question confirms that Charlie hasn’t felt the need to tell her about me.

“Something like that,” Charlie says, his tousled brown hair catching the breeze through his open window.

“We dated,” I say, because I’m just the teensiest bit salty and maybe slightly concussed, and honestly, I lost my dignity about fifteen minutes ago when I flew over my handlebars, so what more do I have to lose by being honest?

“No way,” she says, smiling as she shakes her head. “What are the odds.”

“Not low enough,” I murmur before leaning forward to point at the storefront we’re thankfully approaching. She pulls the car into an open parking space out front.

We all get out, and I collect my bike. Then the three of us find ourselves awkwardly standing together on the sidewalk. Why don’t they just leave? I almost walk straight into the street to get hit by another car and put myself out of my misery.

“I’ll be sure to do the Dutch reach from now on,” Jules says with a smile as Charlie slings an arm over her shoulder, giving the term a whole new meaning. “And if you go to the hospital or anything, definitely let me know so I can pay the bill.”

“Uh, yeah. I’ll be sure to text Charlie if I do.” I laugh as I say it, hoping the joke can ease some of the tension, because he more than anyone knows I’m too stubborn to go to the hospital.

Instead, Charlie looks sheepishly down at his feet. “I don’t have your number anymore,” he says, and I resist the biggest eye roll known to man.

It’s so Charlie. All or nothing. Art, art school, me.

Seeing him here now, ridiculous mustache and all, I feel like I’m finally seeing him clearly, without the glowing, malleable filter of memories.

And I feel… well…

Over him.

“Well, I’d be the one sending the hospital bill,” I say, unable to hide the slight edge to my voice. “Unless you two are just going to massacre your way around Pittsburgh tonight, in which case my last four digits are 2357.”

Jules lets out an annoyingly cute giggle, while Charlie opens his mouth to say something, but after opening and closing it about a dozen times like he’s a carnival goldfish, all that comes out is a long exhale of air.

“I’m gonna…” I motion toward Cameron’s Corner Shop before turning on my heel, wanting to just get inside and away from this whole mess. “Bye.”

I fumble my way through the door with my bike, bells jingling overhead as I clatter onto the black entry mat. I watch through the glass as Charlie and Jules smooch and melt into each other before getting into the car and driving off, me and my dented bike already an afterthought.

I’m so focused on watching them that I nearly have a heart attack when my mom lets out an overly dramatic scream and crashes over to me from behind the cash register.

“Oh, my baby! What happened?” she asks, squeezing my face between her hands, her brown eyes filled with worry.

“Charlie’s new girlfriend hit me with her car.”

“On purpose?”

“No,” I admit, the ghost of a smile appearing on her lips. “And it was just her car door.”

“Jesus. People really need to learn the Dutch reach around here. Look at your head,” she coos, studying the gash. “Do you think you have a concussion? We should probably take you to the hospital to see—”

“Mom. Stop. I’m fine.” I wriggle out of her vise grip and cross my arms stubbornly over my chest.

“Well, let’s at least get that cut fixed up, okay?” she says as she pats my cheek, turning her head to call upstairs. “Louis! Get your ass down here to man the register. I’ve got to perform emergency surgery!”

I roll my eyes, but I can’t help but smile. When I was a kid, Mom was a nurse over at the children’s hospital just down the street from here. She retired back when I was in elementary school to help my overworked dad and so that we could spend more time together as a family after years of their busy shifts misaligning. The arguments that used to carry through the walls of our tiny apartment stopped, and somehow, this little corner shop became her dream too. The only mending she does now is for the two of us, or the random neighborhood kid who will show up with a skinned knee or elbow, knowing Mrs. Cameron can help.

Sometimes I wonder if it became enough for my mom, here, the corner shop, if I could find a way to really, truly make it enough for me. Even though deep down, a tiny voice says it never will be.

“So,” she says after we get up to our apartment, an alcohol pad stinging away at my cut. “Was she cute?”

“Mom,” I groan, swinging my calves against the bathroom cabinets from my perch on the counter, trying to distract myself from the pain. I know it isn’t what she means, but I certainly don’t want to have to unpack the unexpected butterflies I got over that fact, so I just keep it simple. “She was. Nose ring. Tattoos. Really cool.”

When she pulls the alcohol pad away, I change the subject, shooting her a side-eye. “Charlie grew a mustache, though.”

She lets out a horrified gasp. “Oh no. That boy does not have the face to pull off a mustache.”

I laugh, and she moves to dig around in our mess of a first-aid kit but raises her eyebrows to give me a motherly look. “You okay, though? Seeing him again? Seeing him with someone else?”

I shrug, but now that the awkwardness is over, the realization I had as we were standing outside the shop is confirmed. That sting of pain from the end of our almost three years together feels like nothing more than a dull and distant ache. “You know, surprisingly… I think I am.”

I think I thought I would be broken. I thought I should be. But after seeing who he is now instead of whatever fictionalized version I’ve held on to over the past few months, I feel like I got that last bit of closure.

“I’m sure the mustache helped,” she says, chuckling to herself as she brandishes a Sesame Street Band-Aid whose crispiness leads me to believe it’s been in there since I was still in diapers. “You ever think about getting back out there yourself? Meeting someone new? I mean, prom is right around the corner.”

I groan. “Absolutely not.”

“It could be fun!” she says as she peels off the disintegrating Band-Aid wrapper and sticks it to my forehead.

“Easy for you to say.” I tease, deflecting. “You married your high school sweetheart.”

But even with closure, something about running into Charlie tonight and the still stubbornly blank pages of my sketchbook make me feel more sure than ever that I don’t want to take that leap into the unknown again anytime soon.

Not when it’s clear now that wait lists and rejections and heartbreaks are all that’s ever waited for me on the other side. Maybe getting hit with a car door was just the wake-up call I needed to realize that.

“Oh, honey. Your father was never a sweetheart,” she says, squeezing my face between her hands again. “But you are. And Charlie missed out on a real gem.”

She smooches my forehead before throwing out the bloody Primanti’s napkins and washing her hands.

“Besides! Grandma always used to say the best way to get over someone is by getting un—”

“Mom!”

“I’m joking!” she says, flicking some water at me.

I wipe the droplets off my arm, and the two of us dissolve into laughter.

“Listen, you do whatever feels right, okay? Dating, drawing, getting out of Pittsburgh, staying here. The world is your oyster, baby, and you’ll find someone cute to smooch and something worth filling your sketchbook up with when the time is right. I know you will.”

My mouth pulls down into a grimace. “The deadline is two weeks away. And my little bike ride around town, hoping for some inspiration, ended with…” I motion to the crusty Band-Aid on my forehead. “It feels like a sign. Like I need to just… let RISD go.”

“You’ll figure it out, okay? Even if you miss the deadline, maybe you reapply after a term at the community college. Maybe you find a new dream. Maybe you go… I don’t know… backpacking through Europe! Heck, if I can fall in love with that dingy little shop downstairs, you really never know what’s possible.”

I hop off the counter and give her a much-needed hug as she dries her hands. I don’t feel like I have the guts to leave the safety of this house and little shop behind, let alone do any of that stuff right now. But having her believe that I can someday, having Mr. Montgomery believe I can someday, makes me feel a little better. Even if I don’t believe it myself right now.

“But in the meantime,” she says, patting my arm, “I think we should steal some ice cream sandwiches from the freezer and give Dad the debrief.”

“I’m taking two,” I say as we head downstairs. “I have a head injury to treat, after all.”






CHAPTER 4 LUCY June 8, 1812


I let out a long exhale of air as I make my way into town the very next day, grateful to be free from my father for a few brief moments, despite the fact that his looming presence continues to linger, never fully escapable. I know he’s probably in his study at Radcliffe, clicking open his pocket watch to check the time, closely monitoring the length of my trip to ensure I don’t go off anywhere else.

I glance over at Martha, sitting across from me, sent to chaperone and report back to him. He would be furious if he knew she often left me alone, to run errands while I enjoyed a few stolen moments to myself.

I peer out the glass window of the carriage at the stone buildings, teeth digging into my lower lip as I watch the people milling about on the dirt road outside. Their pace is lethargic due to the warm summer day, but their laughter and jovial voices fill the air despite the heat, sending a twinge of envy stabbing through my stomach.

I imagine what it would be like to be one of them out there, instead of here, trapped in a carriage taking me to select the dress destined to seal my fate as the future Mrs. Caldwell. To be able to mill about town, or travel to Paris, or study piano at a conservatory. For a brief moment I imagine that the carriage is taking me off to do just that, rolling through a city street so very different from this one, so far away from Radcliffe, where I can do as I please instead of what I am told I must.

I shake my head, the daydream fading into unavoidable reality as the carriage slows outside the shop.

“I’ll meet you at the carriage after?” Martha asks, off to run her errands.

I nod and with a long sigh, I pull open my parasol to shield myself from the sun as I exit, quickly closing the short distance up the steps to the wooden door, where Miss Burton herself eagerly rushes to greet me the moment I open it.

“Miss Sinclair, what a pleasure it is to see you today. Are you quite well?” she says with a curtsy, which I return.

“Yes, indeed,” I say, with more conviction than I feel at the moment. Then I notice the dark circles under her brown eyes. News of the ball later this month must have traveled fast, everyone buzzing over the biggest event this social season will have to offer. “Are you? I am sure you’ve been very busy as of late.”

“Yes, yes,” she says, hands twisting together as we move farther inside. “But I always have time for you, Miss Sinclair. Always have time.”

I sit on her familiar striped chaise lounge and am brought tea while she shows me an assortment of fashion sketches, gorgeous lines on worn paper. I have never been a remarkable artist, despite the extensive painting lessons Father had me take, but I have always loved art and greatly admire those who can fill a blank page with meaning the way Miss Burton can.

I’m first drawn to a slimmer, simpler silk dress, a design I recognize from three seasons past with beautiful floral embroidery along the hem that… will certainly not fulfill the task of impressing Mr. Caldwell.

So, instead, I am forced to reject it for one that will. Something new and expensive, something eye-catching, that will display not only my father’s wealth but my knowledge of present trends.

I catch sight of one of her more recent drawings, showing a high waistline, with slightly puffed sleeves and a wide, V-shaped neckline. While it is certainly gorgeous and very fashionable, it’s not… me.

But I’m not here for me, am I? And a dress like this would certainly meet Mr. Caldwell’s expectations.

I flip back to the previous dress and trace my finger along the intricate embroidery. “Could we possibly add this?”

She nods. “Absolutely.”

A small, subtle touch that feels like a part of myself can still exist among the puffed sleeves and high waistline. A compromise of sorts that a gifted seamstress like Miss Burton is sure to make even more beautiful in person. I hold on to that.

“What color were you thinking? Perhaps a pastel?” Miss Burton waves her hand, and an assistant comes running with samples of cloth.

My eyes land almost instantly on a lilac, but Miss Burton scoops up a blue, holding it up to my face to compare it to my skin tone, nodding as she does it. “Oh, this one would be beautiful. And it would certainly bring out your eyes!”

I nod in agreement as the lilac fades from view, swallowing my opinion on the matter.

After selecting some lace trimmings and finalizing the design, we move on to getting my current measurements.

“I heard from an acquaintance that Mr. Caldwell was very eager for the upcoming ball, knowing you will be in attendance,” she says as she measures my shoulders, giving me a small, knowing smile. Two of her assistants crane their necks in interest.

I look away, annoyed at the reminder, but when I meet my own icy gaze in the mirror, the sight is so remarkably similar to my father’s that I soften almost instantly. “Is that so?” I comment politely but noncommittally.

I’ve never been much of a gossip, but Miss Burton is certainly guilty of it. It must be almost unintentional for her to gather news and information, as the comfortable atmosphere of her shop and her array of female patrons make loose conversation almost effortless.

But I certainly don’t want to be its subject. Not about this.

“It is! Why, his cousin Mrs. Notley was in here just yesterday and told me herself how keen he was that you had accepted his invitation.”

Well, I suppose that is a good thing, given the mission that sends me here.

Still, the inevitability of it all makes my stomach churn instead of leap.

Since I don’t offer her any information about my own intentions, we finish with my measurements in silence, and the deeper I retreat into my thoughts, the more I… feel an unusual urge wash over me to commit some small act of rebellion. Something that, even for just a second, will make me feel like I have a granule of independence. Some small say in my own life, before it’s too late.

My gaze drifts to the drawing of that first silk dress on the counter, tempting me to add it to the order, in that lilac I swallowed my desire for. I imagine my father’s perplexed face when it shows up at our door unapproved by him.

“Interested in anything else, Miss Sinclair?” Miss Burton asks, catching me staring at the sketch.

Even though I will likely already be promised to Mr. Caldwell by then, even though my entire life, my entire future, will still be completely controlled and carefully constructed by my father, I could have this dress, tucked into the corner of my closet, a reminder of one small thing I chose for myself.

Before I can stop myself, I nod, my heart pounding with exhilaration. “This dress,” I say, reaching out to tap it. “In that lilac you showed me earlier.”

“Shall I include it in the tab to send to your father?”

“A separate tab, if possible,” I say casually, trying to keep my voice level, my first genuine smile in what feels like weeks tugging at the corners of my mouth. “To be sent after the ball, perhaps?”
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