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Advance Praise for

One Thing I Know

“One Thing I Know has everything I want in a feel-good romance: chemistry, banter, humor, heart—and a charming hero from the mighty Midwest. Faith without a sugar coat, families that walk through broken spaces onto firmer footing, a love that finds its way toward ‘always’—Isaac’s novel is a total gem.”

—Kimberly Stuart, author of Heart Land

“Winsome and wholly satisfying, Isaac delivers a fresh take on love, regret, and the secrets that breathe between them.”

—Carol Award–winning author Nicole Deese

“Once again Kara Isaac reminds us why she is a RITA award–winning author with her fabulous new release. One Thing I Know is the perfect balance of hilarious dialogue, exquisitely appealing characters, and a flawless sense of pacing. This lovely, unforgettable story will resonate with anyone who has struggled to stay true to the person God has called them to be.”

—Tammy L. Gray, RITA Award–winning author of My Hope Next Door
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Rachel Somers wasn’t sure what bothered her more: conning most of America, or the fact that they’d been doing it for almost a decade and no one even suspected.

She glanced around her tiny living area crammed with her three coconspirators. Afternoon sun through the smudged side window cast a shimmering halo through the room, dancing across surfaces covered with either people or papers.

“So, Dr. Donna, tell us how you came up with the topic of your latest book, He Wasn’t the One that Got Away.” Lacey O’Connor, their publicist, leaned forward in her chair, role-playing a talk show host.

Her question was directed at Rachel’s aunt Donna, who slouched back on the brown leather couch, face coated in an oatmeal-and-cinnamon-scented beauty mask. “Well, Suzanne, one night I was facilitating a speed-dating event—”

Rachel winced. Oh brother, this was not a good beginning. “It was a call-in radio show.” Lost in Translation, their third book, was the one inspired by speed dating.

Donna looked Rachel’s way. “What was?”

“You were guesting on a call-in radio show,” Rachel reminded her.

“I was?” Donna’s brow crinkled, or tried to, anyway. “Really? Max, can you check?”

Rachel pressed her lips together. Throttled the indignant response rising within. It was fine that Donna wanted to check. Really.

Their agent’s stubby finger slid across a line on the spreadsheet in front of him. “Rachel’s right. Lost was speed dating.”

Of course she was right. She’d written them both. With each book, the juggle got harder, the stakes higher. She liked to think that if they’d had any idea how big the deception would get, they never would’ve suggested it. They were worse than those manufactured tweenage pop bands. At least nobody took twelve-year-old boys crooning about true love seriously.

Now here they were, a week from release, and Donna couldn’t even remember this book’s inspiration. This was it. Finally. The book that was going to doom them all. Deep breath, Rachel. “You were on—”

“Drive Time with Debbie, and we got all these phone calls from women who were living in the past, wondering if they’d missed their chance at love back in 1993.” Donna’s gray eyes sparkled with mirth underneath the goop. “I know. I was just teasin’ y’all.”

“Don’t do that!” Rachel reached out for a pillow to throw at her aunt, but Lacey got there first, taking off her stiletto and swiping at Donna’s heel.

Donna pivoted sideways, moving her feet out of striking distance and pulling herself upright. “C’mon, how long have we been doing this now? And when have I ever let you down?”

Rachel blew a breath out between the gap in her front teeth. Nine years. Nine long years. And her aunt was right: the one time they’d almost gotten busted, it had been Lacey’s fault, not hers.

“All right, enough, ladies.” Max’s hand rose midair, stopping as though frozen halfway through a hallelujah moment. “Since you’re so cocky, Donna, I think it’s time for rapid fire.” He tossed one rubber-band-bound stack of cue cards to Rachel, then a second to Lacey, keeping the third for himself. “Rach, you start.”

Rachel took a swig of her ice-cold Diet Coke, then pulled a crisp cue card at random. “Do you really believe that revisiting the past is always a mistake?”

Donna’s shoulders went back, eyes narrowed, and in an instant, Rachel’s oatmeal-faced, tracksuit-wearing aunt disappeared, and Dr. Donna Somerville, relationship guru and bestselling author, showed up. “Of course not. In fact, revisiting the past is very important, because it’s our past that defines who we are today. What I’m saying is that living in the past, that’s the mistake. You’ll see in Chapter Three I talk about the difference . . .”

Two and a half hours later, the last cue card hit the floor. Where it joined six cans of Diet Coke, two bags of Hershey’s Kisses, and both of Lacey’s stilettos.

Rachel locked her hands together, stretching out her aching shoulders. It looked like they were going to live to fight another round after all. She shook her arms out, trying to shake off the strange sense of disappointment that had grown as her aunt nailed question after question, never stumbling.

“Good work, everyone.” Max snapped his last spreadsheet back into the black binder on his lap. “Lacey, you need anything more or are we done?”

Their publicist tapped a glossy red nail across her iPad, the screen showing Donna and Rachel’s calendars side-by-side. “One final thing. Got a last-minute request for a two-hour call-in slot with Lucas Grant next Tuesday. Donna’s in Atlanta and has an early start. Rach, can you sub?” She kept her gaze focused on her iPad as she asked the question.

“Doesn’t he do a sports show now?” At least he had the last time she’d heard anything about him. Which admittedly was a couple of years ago.

The edge of Lacey’s mouth tipped up. “Lucas would like to do sports. Unfortunately for him he’s single, very eligible, and can’t seem to escape all the women calling in to get his advice on their love lives.”

“And he wants Donna on his sports show for two hours?”

Lacey shrugged. “No idea. I only deal with his producer, but as your publicist I am telling you that two hours on Lucas’s show is like filling a stadium with fifty thousand Wisconsin women. We’d be nuts not to do it if we can make it work.”

“Okay, fine.” Rachel could use a break from staring blankly at her computer screen, grasping for inspiration.

“Great.” Lacey put her phone to her ear, stepping back into her shoes. “Ethan. Lacey. Tuesday sorted. Donna will call at ten your time. Ciao.” She slung her navy leather purse over her shoulder and grabbed the matching suitcase from where she’d parked it in the corner. “Mwah, mwah.” Air kisses all around, and she was heading for the door.

Twenty-one-year-old Lacey, with her crazy curly hair, wouldn’t have recognized her perfectly groomed decade-older self. Or understood the well-worn tension that undergirded their every interaction.

Max, meanwhile, piled folders into a battered Wal-Mart tote. Between that and his rumpled thrift-shop suit, you’d never know he was one of the biggest literary agents in the country. He paused and turned as he opened her front door. “Rach . . .” Green eyes loomed large over his bulbous nose and gray-spiked mustache.

“I know. I know.” Rachel didn’t meet Donna’s eyes, sure of what she would see there. “Soon, I promise.”

“I’m just saying, next Thursday . . .”

“Max, as soon as I know, I’ll tell you.” She crossed her toes. Childish, yes. But she wasn’t quite up to telling their agent their decision just yet.

Max picked up his tote, then draped his coat over his arm. “Okay, then. I’ll see you both at the lunch.” They both watched as the door clicked shut behind him.

“Raaaachel.” Donna was using the voice.

She knew. “I will.” Rachel pulled the trash can out from under the sink and started picking up the detritus littering the floor.

“You have to tell him. He fought hard to get us such a great offer. It’s not fair.”

“Tell me about it.” Fairness. Now that was something her life knew nothing about. “It’s not like there’s not time. We’ve still got one book to go.”

“Speaking of which . . .”

“Nada.” Not a bean, not a blip.

“Nothing?” Donna flipped open a silver compact.

“Sorry.” And she was. There was nothing more she would like to give her aunt to take to their publisher than the premise of her next book. But given that in three months she’d come up with three possible book ideas and abandoned them all less than five thousand words in, she didn’t put much hope in the next few days being any different.

Her aunt shrugged. “It’ll happen. You didn’t think you could write one book and yet here we are.”

Yes, here they were, still in the same dingy one-bedroom condo the whole charade had started in. “Indeed.”

“You okay?” Her aunt snapped her mirror shut and peered Rachel’s way.

“I just . . .” Rachel struggled to put her thoughts into words. “Do you ever . . .”

“Of course.” A sigh escaped Donna’s lips as she slipped the compact back into her oversized purse. “Rach, you’re a brilliant writer. And what you write is good, and true, and it helps people live better lives. Do I feel bad that people believe those words come from me? Of course I do. But we made the best decision we could at the time. No one could have ever guessed it would have turned into this.”

“I guess.” They were the ones who’d suggested the charade. Yet the most noble of reasons in the world didn’t make it right.

“Oh, I almost forgot.” Her aunt dug around in her purse until a white envelope appeared.

Rachel slipped the crisp monogrammed sheet out of its pocket. The certification from their accountants was standard. It was the check appended on the top that mattered. A twitch of a smile. $88,657.23. The Christmas season had been good to them. Only half a million to go before she would be free. Finally.

All that stood between the two of them was one more book. Well, one more book and another year of living a lie.
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Cinching her bathrobe at the waist, Rachel snagged a still-warm chocolate chip cookie off the counter on her way to the couch. Pillows, check. Cocoa, check. Blanket, check. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was to make sure she was set up for comfort before a call-in segment.

Poor Donna usually had to get all gussied up and sit in the studio with the host for her marathon sessions. Give Rachel the fluffy socks, bathrobe, and call-in deal any day.

Settling on the couch, she opened her laptop browser, pulled up the WFM webpage and clicked to livestream Sports with Lucas.

A couple of seconds later, Lucas Grant’s husky tones filled her living room. “. . . talking about the news just out today that Springer is out for the rest of the season after that terrible collision on third base Saturday night.”

Rachel stretched out her legs and yawned. Sports, blegh. She checked the time. Still five minutes before she needed to call in.

“. . . facing months of physical therapy and even possible early retirement. I spoke to Chris Green last night and he advised it’s a waiting game at the moment to see if surgery will be required. Devastating for Springer, but a great opportunity for Sampson or Little to prove themselves. Time for one more call before the news. What are your thoughts, Bill?”

There was a pause while a line opened up. “Hi, Lucas, it’s Billie. Not Bill.” A woman’s voice came over the air.

“Hi, Billie. Welcome to the show. What are your thoughts on Springer’s accident?” Something in Lucas’s voice had changed. It sounded tighter somehow.

“Oh, I don’t really follow hockey.”

“Baseball.”

“Or baseball. But I do have a sports-related question for you.”

“You do.” Lucas sounded skeptical.

“Yes. My boyfriend and I had a fight because he wants to go on a guys’ weekend away to some racing thing, but he’s supposed to be saving up to buy me an engagement ring and I told him it’s too much money.”

“That’s not a sports question.” Lucas didn’t sigh, but he might as well have.

“It is. Sort of. Because it’s sports that are getting in the way of Ross finally proposing.”

Rachel seriously doubted that.

“So Ross has told you he’s saving up for an engagement ring?”

“Noooooooo. But we’ve been together two years and all our friends are engaged, so he’d better be.”

“Does he have a job?”

“Yes.”

“Do you live together?”

“Yes.”

“Does he pay his share of the bills?”

“Sure.”

“Are his friends law-abiding, responsible, decent men?”

“I guess.”

“Since you got together have you gone on a weekend away with your girlfriends?”

A pause. “Yes. But—”

This time Lucas did actually sigh. “Look, Billie. If Ross has a job and he’s paying his share of the bills and his friends are good guys, then until you’re married Ross can do whatever he likes with his money. So I recommend you encourage him to go on this boys’ trip. Men need friends just as much as women do. How would you feel if the roles were reversed and Ross was telling you not to go away with your friends because he wanted you to spend your money on something he thought was more important?”

Huh. That was exactly the advice Rachel would have given.

“You’re right. I hadn’t thought of it that way. Thanks.” Billie actually sounded grateful. There might be hope for her and Ross after all.

“You’re welcome. And with that, it’s time for the news highlights. This is Lucas Grant and you’re listening to Sports with Lucas.” With a definite added emphasis on the sports.

A commercial came on and Rachel closed out of the browser, then put her laptop beside her.

He hadn’t said anything about Dr. Donna being on after the news. Could she have gotten the date wrong? Rachel opened her calendar and checked. The invite from Lacey was definitely for today and now. Tapping in the studio’s number, Rachel wedged the phone between her ear and shoulder as she arranged the blanket around her.

“Ethan speaking.” The producer’s brisk tone cut across the line before the phone even had a chance to ring.

“Ethan, it’s Donna.” Her impersonation was passable, but it had been a few weeks. There was room for improvement.

“And right on time. I’ll put you through to Lucas in a couple of seconds. Sorry about his foul mood.”

“Wha—”

Too late. He was already gone and the voice of Lucas Grant filled her ear: “. . . coming up after some words from our sponsors we have Dr. Donna Somerville, to chat about love, loss, and her new book, He Wasn’t the One that Got Away. Sorry to all you guys out there who thought this was a sports show. Apparently my producer thinks otherwise.”

Rachel winced. So he’d been blindsided by this. That was going to make for a real fun two hours.

An ad for a sporting goods store started and then Lucas came onto her line. “Evening, Donna. I would say I’ve been looking forward to this, but truth is Ethan only told me about it thirty seconds ago.”

“So I figured. We can always cut it short if you want. I can plead a mix-up. Another commitment.” Her Donna impersonation still wasn’t quite right. It would probably take the first few minutes of the call to get back into the swing of it. Hopefully no one would notice.

“It’s fine. Well, it’s not really, but it’s certainly not your fault that my producer seems determined to make me talk about feelings instead of football.”

Rachel smothered a laugh. Lucas didn’t know her from a bar of soap, but she’d known him since he was a hungry graveyard-shift host and she a no-name debut author prepared to take whatever publicity she could get. Even when the only people listening were probably a couple of geriatric insomniacs in Arkansas. “Well, according to my publicist you’re apparently quite good at both, if that helps at all.”

At least that got half a laugh out of him. “So, another book. What number is this one? Five?”

“Six.”

“Are you on tour again now?”

“Yup. Atlanta today.”

“And the next book already in the works?”

A groan slipped out before Rachel could stop it.

“That bad, huh?”

“Let’s just say it’s a work in progress.” The three ideas that had gone nowhere had to count for something.

“You’re back on in three . . . two . . .” Ethan’s voice broke through their laugh.

“Welcome back.” Lucas made the switch effortlessly. “Tonight, we have a surprise guest that my producer allegedly forgot to tell me about, Dr. Donna Somerville. She needs no introduction; many of you have read her books and, look at that, the switchboard is jammed already. Dr. Donna, welcome to the show.”

“Thank you, Lucas. And thank you to all your listeners for having me this evening.” The voice, the poise, it all came back when it mattered. They hadn’t paid big bucks for Hollywood’s best voice coach for nothing.

“Just before we start, I have a quick update for the sports fans listening. The Olympic Committee has announced that Chicago will be making a bid to host the 2032 Summer Olympics.”

Hardly breaking sports news, but then Rachel guessed there rarely was any this late at night unless it was coming from the West Coast.

“What are your favorite Olympic sports, Doc?” The man was clearly trying to avoid taking a call.

“Pole vault in summer, bobsledding in winter.” At least he’d picked the only sports question she could actually answer. Even she liked the Olympics.

“Lucas,” Ethan’s voice cut in. “Stop stalling. Your first caller is Megan. Line one.”

“Interesting choices, Doc.” Lucas didn’t even miss a beat. The people listening would have no idea he had Ethan barking instructions off air. “Would love to talk to you more about that, but my producer has told me we need to take some calls. Are you there, Megan?”

“Hi, um, hi!” The flustered but very excited voice of a woman who sounded in her thirties shot down the line. “Oh Dr. Donna, I am such a fan.”

“Why thank you, Megan.” Rachel wedged the phone against her shoulder and ran her fingers through her damp hair, securing it in a bun on top of her head.

“So, I know that you say if he doesn’t have a job, he’s not a keeper, but . . .” Oh brother, the but. The struggling artist/actor/super-talented-but-still-to-catch-a-break sponger boyfriend who every woman thinks is the exception. “. . . gifted, and he’s promised it would just be for six months, and I could support us both—”

“Run.” Lucas’s voice cut over Megan’s self-justification.

“Excuse me?” Megan sounded shocked.

“Megan, you don’t need Dr. Donna for this one. I’m telling you as your average American male, ditch this loser. Now. Tonight. Get off my phone line and throw him off your couch, or out of your bed or wherever he is.”

“But . . .” The poor woman sounded as if Lucas had struck her.

Time for Dr. Donna to intervene. “Megan, I know it can’t have been easy calling in tonight. So first of all I just want to acknowledge that.” Call-in rule number one: you always catch more flies with honey. “Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

Rachel stretched out her legs, pressing her feet against the arm of the couch. Whoops, dropped the cookie. “When you think about the man that you want to spend the rest of your life with, what kind of characteristics come to mind?”

“Well . . .” A hesitation. “Someone who loves me and would make a good father and treats me well. Same thing any woman wants, I guess.”

“Now you alone can answer this question, and I need you to do it honestly. I don’t know your boyfriend and I don’t care about him, I care about you. So even best-case scenario, if you pay the rent and buy the groceries and he ‘finds himself,’ do you think he is going to be the husband, the father, you want, that you deserve?”

Silence. Then a whimper. Ethan would be loving this. People’s hearts breaking on air was great radio. “But what if he’s my last chance?” The last two words came out a strangled sob.

Inevitably, this was what it came down to. Women of a certain age, giving up and settling for some subpar guy because they’d bought into the lie that it was better to suck it up and live with a dysfunctional relationship than be alone.

“What if he’s not?” She modulated her voice carefully. It was in moments like these, when she was walking a finely tuned emotional tightrope, that she was liable to let Dr. Donna slip. “What if that guy who will make you happier than you can even imagine is out there? But he’s never going to have a chance as long as you’re with a guy who isn’t right.”

She was such a fraud. The Duchess of Cambridge had had three children since she last went on a date. And those dates had been purely for research. At least her aunt, having done a full lap of the marriage continuum, could say this stuff with some integrity.

The minutes slipped away as Rachel focused on call after call, broken up by the occasional sports update from a still-reluctant Lucas.

“Time for one more call, Doc?” Lucas’s voice cut over a soft-drink commercial. Rachel glanced at the clock. Almost eleven, so nearly midnight in Wisconsin. She was on the right side of a time difference for once.

“Sounds good.”

“Great, see you on the other side.” He was gone as quick as he came, leaving her to the twangs of a used car salesman.

“And we’re back, and we’ve got time for one more caller. Are you there, Jill?”

“Hi there.” The woman’s voice was hesitant. “I, um . . . I’ve never done this before.”

“That’s great!” Lucas was the master at calming first-time nerves. “We’re honored that you’ve chosen us for your radio debut. What’s on your mind?”

A deep breath. “Well, I seem to have gotten myself into a bit of a situation.” Another pause. Dead air on radio was never good. Rachel could imagine what kind of gestures Ethan would be making at Lucas right now.

“You and all the rest of us, honey.” Rachel pulled out her most mothering Dr. Donna voice. “People and pickles are mighty good at finding each other.” Man, she could use another cookie. She wandered over to the bench and ran her eyes over the remaining pucks of chocolate goodness, taste buds anticipating one disintegrating into crumbs of buttery bliss.

“I, um. Well, you see, Iseemtohavetwolives.” Jill’s words came out on top of each other, like a highway pileup. “I don’t know how it happened. I love my husband. I really do. But I travel for work and two years ago I met someone in Ohio, and he’s just amazing too. But now he wants me to move to be with him, and I can’t, obviously. But I can’t not be with him.”

“So you want us to find you a way to have your cake and eat it too.” Lucas wasn’t exactly rude, but his tone was far from his usual charming one.

“I uh . . .” Jill’s voice had the edge of someone realizing maybe this wasn’t such a good idea after all. The cookie would have to wait. They had a couple of seconds before she hung up.

“Well, that is definitely a tight corner you’ve painted yourself into.” Rachel tried to buy them both some time to re-gather their thoughts. Dr. Donna. Channel Dr. Donna. “Okay, the good news is you know what you need to do. The bad news is that you’re going to break a couple of hearts doing it, including your own.”

A muffled sob. “I . . . I—”

“Honey, there ain’t no putting the toothpaste back in the tube. You can’t undo what you’ve done. But both of these men deserve better than this, and it’s time for you to do the decent thing and let one of them go. Being the old-fashioned gal that I am, I vote you do your best to mend a few of the vows you’ve broken.” She had a long enough list of sins as it was; she wasn’t going to add breaking up marriages to it.

“But . . . but . . .”

“But what? Oh I know, maybe we should petition for the great state of Wisconsin to legalize bigamy. Then you could be one happy Big Love family.” Lucas’s sarcastic suggestion snapped across the line.

What? Rachel was confused. Were they doing good cop, bad cop? The last time she’d been on his show, there had been a word he used to let her know he was about to pull that. She couldn’t even remember what it was, but she was sure he hadn’t used it.

“I don’t know how to choose. I love them both.” Jill’s voice had taken on the beginnings of a petulant whine.

“No you don’t. You love yourself.” Lucas spat the words out like bullets.

Whoa. They had to wrap this call up and fast. This was not good cop, bad cop; there was something else going on. Lucas sounded like he was about to reach down the line and strangle the woman.

Rachel scrambled for something, anything. “Jill, we’re out of time, so what we’re going to do is take you off air so you and I can talk further.”

She had no idea what was going on in the studio, but she and Ethan were obviously on the same wavelength, as the show’s theme music swelled over the end of her sentence.

•  •  •

LUCAS GRANT flicked off his microphone for the final time that evening, leaned back in his chair, and gulped down the last of his stone-cold instant coffee. Gah. He slammed the mug down on his desk.

“Dude! What was that about?” Ethan propped his heels up on the console opposite, tilting back to extract a beer from the small fridge in the corner of the cramped studio.

“What was what about?” Lucas eyed the clock above Ethan’s head. Midnight and six. Usually he enjoyed debriefing, but he was still really hacked off with Ethan over his little stunt and he had to be up in six hours. The truck needed service and the guy at the shop had said if he got it to him by seven, he’d do his best to turn it around same day.

He didn’t know how Donna did it. One a.m. in Atlanta, and no doubt she had to get up in a few hours for another full day on the PR circuit. The woman was a machine.

“. . . people won’t call if they don’t feel safe.”

“I have a sports show, Ethan. I’m not Dr. Phil. I don’t want people calling to feel safe. I want them calling to talk about touchdowns and Davis’s terrible defensive call last weekend.” Lucas had long since mastered one of the survival skills of radio, the ability to track a conversation, so that even if he tuned out for a couple of seconds, the caller never knew.

“Look, I hate to break it to you again, but remember those great ratings you enjoy? The ones that dictate your paycheck. A decent chunk of those is because whether you like it or not, you have a lot of female listeners. If you want to break into the big time one day you need to keep them, and having Dr. Donna on for a couple of hours does that.”

“Well, I don’t want to keep this one. She was a lying, cheating piece of work. ‘I don’t know how it happened. I just woke up one day and found myself sleeping with two men.’ ” His falsetto imitation of Jill’s voice was poor at best. “Seriously? How stupid do people think we are? You don’t just wake up one morning and find yourself with lives in two states. She chose to flirt with that guy. Then she chose to sleep with him. Then she chose to do it again and again and again. Meanwhile, her poor schmuck of a husband . . .” His voice trailed off. It made him sick just thinking about it.

“I’m just glad we had Donna. She saved your butt big time, man, even if you don’t care to admit it.”

Okay, maybe he could’ve been a little less aggressive. Or maybe he let loose because he knew Donna could salvage any situation. Heck, the night she catapulted to national stardom, she’d talked a woman off a ninth-story window ledge, live on the air. It certainly hadn’t hurt his career, either. Though he was pretty sure he’d aged about ten years from the stress.

“Tomorrow night it’s all men. Got it? I don’t care if it’s discriminatory. No women calling me for advice or to ask about my love life. Just men talking about sports.”

Ethan just swigged his beer with an eye roll like Lucas was the one being unreasonable. He was right, though. He did owe Donna. At the least for not giving her the sign he was about to go ballistic on that selfish, entitled brat. To be fair, by the time he knew he was, he already had.

Lucas shoved his chair back, wrenching his beaten brown leather jacket off the hook on the wall as he stood. “Sports with Lucas. That’s the name of this show, Ethan. It may not be imaginative, but it’s what I signed up for. I will talk about feelings all you want as long as they come attached to a game result.”
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Torrential rain hit a few minutes before Rachel’s cab reached her North Nevada Avenue destination. The driver muttered obscenities as he crouched forward, nose almost against the windshield.

The white building leapt out in front of them, its entrance obscured by flailing construction signs buffeted by the wind.

“Thanks.” Rachel flung the driver a twenty, racing against the hail of raindrops to the front doors. She was late. She hated being late.

“Hey, Loretta.” The rain had won their race. She finger-combed her sodden hair, water trickling through her fingers, and pulled it into a ponytail.

“Hey, honey.” The voluptuous nurse looked up from her notes. “He’s in the activities room.”

“Thanks. Any change?” The same question she’d been asking for ten years. Even though she knew the answer before she walked in the door. A question Loretta had long since stopped answering.

Her feet cut through the plush carpet. Paintings dotted the pale yellow hallway. No amount of decorating could hide what this place was. The truth was that for most of the people living within its confines, atmosphere was irrelevant. The colors, the artwork, the cheerful staff in the immaculate uniforms were all for the families. They helped assuage their guilt as visits dropped from daily, to weekly, to monthly. From hours to minutes.

Passing through the double doors, Rachel paused. Not to locate her father—he’d be in the same spot he was every week. In his bed, facing the garden, a seat placed beside him, ready for her arrival.

God, please don’t let there be anyone. She wasn’t sure why she still shot prayers up to someone she’d stopped believing in a long time ago. Maybe it was because a small part of her thought that if He did exist, He at least owed her a favor or two.

It was one thing for her to be here, hope long since gone. It was the new patients and their families that wiped her off the emotional map. The result of an ordinary day gone horribly wrong. A basketball game, a quick drive to the store, an unseen puddle on a wooden floor. The faces that leached hope as days, then months, disappeared without their miracle.

She had earned her place here, in this limbo on earth. So, too, had her father. Though most of the people who knew that were long since gone, or didn’t care enough to remember.

Rachel walked behind an elderly patient watching a Frasier rerun and slipped into the wooden chair beside her father. It was all angles and hard edges, like her. When he’d first been relocated here, an orderly had regularly moved a large leather armchair into place for her, until she asked him to stop. It was too comfortable. There could be nothing comforting about these visits. Not after what she’d done.

“Father.” She’d tried to say “Dad” once, but it had jammed in her throat.

He blinked. A slow motion, like a window shade being drawn. The first time it had happened she’d been convinced he was trying to acknowledge her. But the vegetative state was a cruel master, and she’d come to understand that its signs of life meant nothing.

“Latest royalty statement came in. We did good over Christmas.” Of course, “good” was relative. In other people’s worlds, eighty grand was a down payment on a loft, a year off to chase the dream, or college tuition. In hers, it paid for barely nine months at the intersection of Eternal Regrets and Hushed White Corridors.

She stretched her legs out, toes almost grazing the French doors. Chicken legs, he’d always called them. She’d never been so grateful for a fashion trend as she was when models sprung up with jeans tucked into their boots. Even then, the backs were still often so big they slapped into her shapeless calves.

“Latest book released a couple of weeks ago. Max and Donna think it’s one of the best. Lacey, too, not that she’d ever admit it.” A surge of regret traveled through her as she thought of the tense tightrope of professionalism that she and Lacey now traversed. If either of them had made a different decision that night—

“Excuse me.” The words were so quiet she almost missed them. She knew the tone, though not the voice. It belonged to someone who had spent most of her recent days crying, until all she was left with was a hollow whisper.

Her gaze followed scuffed tennis shoes and worn jeans to a large Berkeley sweatshirt, engulfing the small frame it hung on. Brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, blotchy skin, long lashes framing red-rimmed brown eyes. The face of the person who represented both the best and worst moments of Rachel’s life.

“I’m sorry to bother you, but . . .” The woman waved an empty drink bottle around, as if unable to grasp the words to complete the sentence.

Rachel pushed her chair back and turned on shaky legs to see her better. Maybe it was just the angle that had made a stranger look like a ghost from her past. She took in the small scar on the woman’s forehead. The permanent result of a late-night stumble in the library quad after they’d spent hours cramming for an exam.

“Anna?” The question fell out in two jagged syllables.

They’d both gotten B-pluses on that paper. That was the random fact that came to her as she stood staring at her ex best friend.

The woman looked at her, then clutched her drink bottle to her chest as if she needed some kind of barrier between them. “Rachel?”

“Yeah.”

Anna’s gaze darted to her father. “Oh my gosh, is that your . . . I thought he was—” Her mouth slammed shut before she could finish her sentence, but she didn’t need to. Dead. Anna thought her father would have been long gone by now. At least from this building, if not from the planet. If she’d given it any real thought since their friendship fractured.

Rachel glanced at her father. “Yes. This my father, Dan.” His name felt foreign on her tongue, it had been so long since she’d said it. No one who knew he still existed ever asked after him. As if speaking his name would cause her to remember they’d all abandoned him to shrivel and die alone. Anna had met him all of once. If you could even call hauling a drunk, abusive man out of a dim and sleazy bar meeting someone. “What are you doing here?”

Anna’s body seemed to curl in on itself at her blunt question. “My husband—” Anna’s rasping voice faltered for a second, but she caught it. “My husband, Cam, he got transferred here a few days ago.”

Anna was married. To a man called Cam. Anna. Who had been determined that she would never join the patriarchal and oppressive institution that was matrimony. Rachel let herself absorb the information for a second.

“They said it’s the best place in Colorado for brain injuries. I wondered why it sounded familiar. But of course. You told me your dad was here before . . .” Her voice trailed off.

Before Rachel had evicted Lacey and Anna from her life.

“I’m sorry about Cam.” There were no other words. Not when Rachel knew that if Cam was still here in five years, Anna would no doubt think it would have been better if he’d died.

Anna’s face sagged. “He fell off a ladder. A ladder he’s used a hundred times before. It doesn’t make any sense. And all everyone keeps talking about is how great it is that he’s here. I just want my husband back.”

At least she had that. Rachel couldn’t even say she wanted her father back. Well, not the one who’d loved booze far more than he’d ever loved her. And invested the last years of his life turning into such a selfish, vindictive man not even the grave wanted him.

She shook her head. He was already sucking up all her money. No need to give him any more mental energy.

“Let me show you the water cooler.” Her hand grazed Anna’s forearm but Anna stayed rooted, staring out the French doors.

Outside, the rain still pelted down, barreling against the glass. “You know, I went home last night and painted my kitchen pink. Just slapped it over every surface I could find. It’s a disaster.” Anna shook her head. “I hate pink. Libby had to beg me for months before I gave in for her bedroom. I still hate it, but know what I hate more now?”

Rachel was pretty sure she did, but the question was rhetorical.

“Lemon. Stupid, sickening, insipid lemon. I chose it so that even in winter we still had sunshine. And now I spend all day, every day, living my worst nightmares, surrounded by blinking Pollyanna yellow, and it makes me want to break things. Which I did. And then we ran out of dishes, so now I have a pink kitchen.” Anna’s face scrunched with distaste just saying the last two words.

My father is a vegetable because of you and you think we can still be friends? If I never see you again it will be too soon. Those were some of the last words she’d spoken to Anna, and here they were talking interior decorating. “The lemon’s new,” Rachel said, gesturing toward the wall. “When my father came, it was duck-egg blue. I still won’t stay in a blue hotel room. Or lemon. So I’m hoping they don’t repaint again soon.”

Anna glanced at her, gratitude in her eyes. “Has he . . . ?”

If only she could lie. But any idiot could see her father had nowhere to go but up. And still be alive, that is. “Nothing.”

“Mommy!” A mop of carrot curls torpedoed into Anna’s legs.

“Hey, sweetie.” Anna lifted her up onto her hip.

Two curious hazel eyes peered at Rachel. “Who’re you?”

Anna mouthed “sorry” over the top of Torpedo’s head. “Libby, this is Rachel. Her daddy is here too.”

Rachel just stared at the little girl. Anna’s daughter shared her snub nose and long lashes.

“Look!” A pudgy fist shoved a crumpled piece of paper into the air. “I drawed this for my daddy.”

“Ooooh, let me see.” Anna peered over the paper.

The best Rachel could make out from the multicolored scribbles was something that might be an abstract tree.

“Can you tell me about it, sweetie?” Anna unfolded a crumpled corner.

A stubby finger stabbed the picture. “That’s you, and that’s Daddy in his bed, and Poppa and Grandma, and the angels making Daddy all better.”

Anna gazed heavenward and forced a deep swallow. “That’s right, baby girl. Daddy has lots of angels watching over him.”

A sigh snuck through Rachel’s lips. Everyone got religion in these walls. People who had never stepped foot in a church suddenly found Jesus, angels, and the power of prayer. Until none of them worked.

“Can we go gimmit to him?”

“Sure, baby.”

Libby wiggled herself out of Anna’s arms, entwining five pudgy fingers around her mom’s. “Daddy’s going to think it’s my bestest one yet!” She made the pronouncement with the authority of someone who has never doubted for a second her place in her father’s world.

Envy entwined itself around Rachel’s heart. Her cornerstone memory of drawing her father a picture was of finding it in the trash the next day, jammed between leftover mashed potato and moldy bread.

Without warning, five little fingers wound around hers. “You too, Rachel. You come meet my daddy.”

Her daddy. Anna’s husband. Was here. Years ago, she’d wished that Anna would one day know how this felt. And here she was.

Rachel was glad she didn’t believe in a god. Because she would hate to think one could be cruel enough to answer a prayer like that.
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“Good show the other night, Luc. Especially Dr. Donna. Didn’t realize she’d added sports commentator to her quiver of expertise.” His brother clapped him across the shoulder, his other hand tossing the last bite of an oatmeal cookie into his mouth.

“You’re hilarious.” No doubt as soon as Donna had come on air, Scott had turned the show off. His brother would sooner plow his fields by hand than sit through two hours of talking about feelings. Same as any other average red-blooded American male. The supportive-older-brother act was nice, though.

“Uncle Lucas!” Three feet of pint-sized power barreled into the den and wrapped itself around his legs.

“Hey, champ.” Lucas swung his nephew up by his armpits and spun him around, then dropped him back to the floor. “Man, I think you’ve gotten even bigger since I saw you last. Much more of this and you’ll be taller than your dad before you’re six.”

“Let’s hope not.” His sister-in-law wandered into the homey room, laundry basket tucked under her arm. “I have enough trouble keeping enough food in the house as it is.” Her T-shirt was rumpled and her brown hair looked like it needed a wash. Something was wrong.

“Hey.” Lucas dropped a quick kiss on her cheek. “How’re you doing?”

“Okay.” Grace ditched the basket on the sofa. “Lunch is ready.”

“Yay!” Joey careened out of the room.

“Wash your hands first, young man,” Grace called after him, then shook her head. “Let me just go make sure he does. He’s lately taken to just running the tap.”

Lucas grabbed the bottles of soda he’d brought and headed for the kitchen. Pulling the fridge open, he stashed a couple away and pulled out a tray of ice from the freezer. “Coke or Dr. Pepper?” His brother peered past him with an odd look on his face. “Scott? Everything okay?”

“What? Oh, whatever is fine.”

Lucas pulled out three large glasses and Joey’s Spiderman cup, tumbling ice into all. He twisted open the Dr. Pepper, filled two glasses, and handed his brother one. “What’s Joey drinking these days?” Grace was a stickler about soda being allowed only on special occasions.

“There’s some lemonade in the fridge. Add half water.” Scott thumped into a chair at the dining table, landing like a sack of spuds.

“What’s happened? What’s wrong?”

His brother didn’t say anything for a moment, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed a couple of times. “The latest round hasn’t taken. We found out a few days ago.”

Not again. How much more could they take? Lucas crossed the room in a couple of strides, taking the seat beside his brother. “I’m so sorry.” Three years of trying to give Joey a sibling. An endless carousel of angst, anticipation, hope, and despair. Secondary infertility. There was a phrase he wished had never been added to his vocabulary.

Scott shrugged his shoulders, then slumped against his chair. “I don’t know how much longer we can keep doing this, Luc. It’s killing us. Emotionally, financially, mentally. Not to mention what Grace’s poor body gets put through.” He took another gulp of his soda. “It had just looked so promising this time. She’s taking it hard.”

“I’m sorry.” There was no time Lucas felt more useless than in these conversations. The ranch, Joey, everything else he could help out with. But this? Nothing.

“Okay, all done.” Grace marched Joey into the room and he clambered onto the chair next to Lucas.

“I’m so sorry, Grace.”

She offered a weak smile that failed to reach her cornflower-blue eyes as she took her chair. “Some things just aren’t meant to be, I guess.” Tears welled, but she swiped the moisture away. “Grace, Scott?”

They all joined hands, Joey standing on his chair to reach both his mom and uncle.

“Gracious God, we thank you for this meal and for the many blessings that you have bestowed upon us. Thank you that even when things don’t make sense, we can trust you. Amen.”

Lucas studied the pockmarked table as the words rolled over him. How could his brother believe in a gracious God when He kept dishing out defeat?

“Uncle Lucas.” Joey tugged on his sleeve. “Pass the peanut butter, please.”

Lucas slid the jar to his nephew, who dug his spoon in with a vengeance. “You want some help with that?”

“Nope.” A boulder of peanut butter flopped onto the whole-wheat bread.

“Joey.” Grace’s voice held a note of warning.

“No, thank you.” Joey swiped some spread up and popped it in his mouth.

An awkward silence settled over the table as everyone put together sandwiches. It wasn’t like they could discuss the elephant in the room with Joey there.

“So.” Grace cut her bread into two perfect rectangles. “Good show the other night, Luc.”

“Thanks.” He took a bite of his roast beef, cheddar, and pickle on rye. Mmmm, his sister-in-law did a knockout roast.

“Is Dr. Donna as great as she seems?”

He choked for a second, then swallowed. He’d thought she was just making polite conversation. Why on earth would she want to listen to a whole bunch of other people’s issues when her dream for another child had been shattered, again?

She shrugged, reading his expression. “I know you would rather have been talking about the Brewers, but sometimes it’s nice to know other people in the world have problems. I especially liked the serve you gave that last caller.” She shook her head. “She doesn’t deserve either of those poor guys.”

“What happened?” Scott actually looked interested.

“Oh . . .” Grace flicked her hand, seeming to forget it was holding her lunch. A piece of tomato splattered on the table. “This married woman has a boyfriend and he wants her to move in. She wanted to know what to do. Lucas gave her a bit of a hard time.”

“You did, huh?” Scott took a sip of his soda.

Lucas’s blood boiled just thinking about it. With the benefit of hindsight, he wished he’d given the caller even more grief. “No more than she deserved.”

Scott speared a pickle. “Fortunately, most of us don’t get what we deserve.”

Lucas was so not in the mood for a sermon today. “Well, most of us have the decency not to live a life of lies.” He took a large bite of his sandwich. Hoping his brother would get the signal.

“I think everyone is capable of crossing lines they never thought possible, given the right circumstances.” His brother either missed the hint or just dodged it.

Lucas stabbed an errant pickle. “Well, anyone capable of living a double life is not someone I want anything to do with. Not on my show, or in my life.” And if anyone ever tried it again, he’d cut them loose so fast, they’d have whiplash.



- 5 -

“Donna!” Theodore Randolph’s voice boomed across the private dining room. Not even the plush carpets or the velvet curtains were able to muffle the sound of a man used to having his every word obeyed.

“Theo!” Donna glided forward, regal in a burgundy wrap dress, perfectly painted face an expression of delight. Rachel trailed behind, her role so ingrained she didn’t even need to think. Air kisses all round before Donna gestured behind her. “You remember my assistant, Rachel.”

“Of course.” Theodore Randolph IV, patriarch of the Randolph publishing empire, didn’t even glance her way. The man couldn’t pick her out of a lineup of one. Which was just how they wanted it.

She was here only because Donna, with her Southern sense of justice, wouldn’t hear of Rachel not coming to her own celebratory new-release lunch. Which was a shame, since she would’ve preferred staying at home and conjuring up more terrible ideas for their next book over a brisk spring day in New York watching Donna being fawned over by the senior executives at their publishing house.

Cue received, she left Randolph and the head of marketing to schmooze with Donna, and she dropped into a seat opposite Kelly at the end of the table. All dark glossy hair and Fifth Avenue pearls, you’d never guess that under her perfect twinset, their editor spent her weekends as a competitive rock climber.

A waiter materialized, pouring fizzing champagne to the tops of their glasses.

“Hi, how’s the tour going?”

Rachel placed her phone beside her plate. “Fine, I think. We’re in Charleston next. Then Texas. I haven’t been with her this last week, but Lacey says the crowds have been good.”

“Randolph is desperate to know about the new offer.” Kelly took a dainty sip, mouth puckering slightly. Whether because of the taste or the conversation topic, Rachel wasn’t sure.

“I know.” Rachel plucked a piece of bread from the bowl at the center of their table. She wasn’t stupid. Donna was Randolph’s golden-egged goose.

“Do you think she’ll sign?” Kelly’s voice was hopeful.

Rachel checked that everyone else was a safe distance away. “She’s been talking about taking a break, a life-out-of-the-limelight sort of thing, so I’m not sure.”

Kelly’s face fell like a child’s who’d just been told Christmas had been cancelled.

“But who knows. Anything could happen.”

“Well, we’ll all know soon enough, I guess.” Kelly’s hand tightened around her glass.

Rachel looked around for a waiter to order a drink. What was she even doing here? Her mind drifted to Libby and Anna.

Seeing her old friend in the last place she’d wish on anyone had created a hurricane of mixed emotions inside her. Ones that refused to be compartmentalized, no matter how hard she tried.

“. . . do it.” Rachel jolted to, only to realize she’d just missed everything Kelly had been saying.

“Sorry, Kel, zoned out for a sec. What was that?”

Kelly paused, champagne glass in her hand. She shook her head, dark hair swishing like a shampoo ad, and gave a little laugh. “Oh nothing. I was just saying that you’ve been with Donna so long, you could probably write the books yourself.”

A cough erupted from Rachel’s throat.

“You all right?”

Rachel smacked her chest. “Fine—something just went down the wrong way.” She grabbed her glass, slurping some water to buy some time.

“So do you know what the next one is about?”

At least she could answer this honestly. “No idea. She’s played with a few ideas but is going full tilt promoting this one at the moment.” Her calm words belied the twisting in her stomach. The two of them had spent the entire previous evening in Donna’s hotel room trying to brainstorm a concept, but even that effort hadn’t come up with anything they felt good about. Which had never happened before.

Kelly leaned back and glanced up the table toward Donna. “You know, we were talking at the office the other day about how crazy her schedule is. Does she need some help?”

“What do you mean?”

They both paused as the waiter topped up Kelly’s glass.

“Can I grab a lime and soda, please?” The man nodded at Rachel’s request and disappeared.

“A collaborative writer. It’s no problem to hire someone to get started with putting some words on the page. In fact, it’s very common once people reach this level.”

Donna didn’t need a ghostwriter. The problem was her ghostwriter. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”

Kelly cast a look to where Donna and the executives were still standing and talking. “Well, you didn’t hear it from me, but I’m pretty sure her sales are keeping half the company afloat. He put some big money into a couple of titles last year that didn’t sell nearly as many copies as had been expected.”

Rachel put down her fork and pushed her plate away. “You’ve got plenty of other big authors, though, right?” They had to. Randolph Books was an empire. Publishers Weekly was always packed with their latest and greatest deals.
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