
[image: Cover: You Were Always Mine, by Christine Pride and Jo Piazza]


A Novel

You Were Always Mine

“The work of Jo Piazza and Christine Pride sits squarely at the tender intersection of race, class, and ethics—wrapped in beautiful prose and a killer plot that keeps you turning the pages.” —Jodi Picoult

Christine Pride and Jo Piazza

Authors of GMA Book Club pick We Are Not Like Them






Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.








[image: You Were Always Mine, by Christine Pride and Jo Piazza, Atria]






To our mothers, Tracey and Sallie.

To all mothers.

And to anyone who is childless by choice or circumstance.





[image: ]


PROLOGUE


Dear You,

I was desperate to make everything perfect when I left.

If you knew how many times I rearranged the quilt around you, tucking and untucking it over and over until I could get the little yellow duck in the corner lined up just so. Even with all my planning, it all came down to this one thing, this one stupid thing, and if I could get that right, then it would mean it would all be okay.

You were fast asleep so the duck didn’t make one bit of difference to you, much less the matching yellow knit cap on your teeny head, but I pulled it down until it grazed your barely there eyebrows. One last time, I let my fingers trace their soft arcs.

I leaned down to sniff you, the delicious scent of newborn breath, brand-new skin, and life itself. If I inhaled deeply enough, I thought I might keep that magical smell stored inside me forever. But when I exhaled, it was gone, and that panicked me, that feeling like I couldn’t hold on to anything. So I focused on memorizing your face, every detail, even though it was already imprinted in my brain, seared in my soul. I stared down at your translucent lids, blue veins showing through like little streams, and kept debating whether I wanted you to open your eyes or not. On the one hand, to see them just one more time. On the other hand, if you did flutter them open right then and looked at me, I knew I would never be able to leave.

Everyone thinks their baby is beautiful, even when they’re not. But you truly were, especially your eyes. They were these perfectly round blue pools, clear as glaciers, impossibly wide. Striking. I knew it would be your thing. All your life people would say, “Oh but those eyes.”

I squirmed down on my back next to you, ignoring the grass and dirt that wormed into my ponytail. The view above you was perfect, a hashtag of leafy branches crisscrossing a patch of fluffy clouds.

It was when I realized that the color of the sky at that very moment was the exact same color as your eyes that I truly lost it. It was then I knew I had to go, right that second before leaving became impossible. I bolted to my feet and slapped my cheek like I did when I was having a nightmare and I needed to wake myself up.

I made it two steps down the path and then two more, before I stumbled back. I tried not to beat myself up about returning to you since I’d known it would take more than one try to tear myself away. But I also knew time was running out. Like I said, I had planned everything so carefully. For weeks and weeks. And now I was risking it all by running late and lingering there, exposed. So I took off again, distracted momentarily by the damp circles on my knees where I had kneeled beside you saying “I’m sorry, I’m sorry” over and over. This time I made it a few feet farther before I remembered. The note! I wiggled it out of the pocket of my hoodie. The card I had labored over for so many nights.

Quick as I could, I tucked it under you and then darted over to the edge of the pond where I pulled out my phone and threw it as far and hard as I could into the murky water. I was gone down the path before I even heard the splash, running faster and faster, despite my sore, swollen boobs and the fire between my legs, like I was a kid again, flying top speed through the soybean fields, my long auburn hair streaking behind me like a flag. Now I was nineteen and fat and slow, but in my mind, for one split second, I was that little girl. And if I ran fast and hard enough, I could outrun my problems. Or outrun what I’d done. I was heaving by the time I made it to the bus station, sweat and tears rolling every which way. I looked almost as wrecked as I felt. I remember catching my reflection in the bathroom mirror and thinking, This is it. This is your lowest point. And there was something freeing about that, just letting myself sink to rock bottom, nowhere lower to go.

Or so I thought.

Turns out there’s always another millimeter. As the Greyhound bus was lumbering out of the station, I realized I forgot the most important thing. I forgot to say I love you. My body jerked with a laugh and a sob, like it was all mixed up and didn’t know what to do with this realization. Like my soul itself skipped and twitched. It was all I could do to stay in my seat when an invisible force was making my legs twitch to run up the aisle and beg the driver to turn around. It’s the same force that haunts me to this day, the one that tugs at me to reach out to you despite my promises.

Most days, the good days at least, I can convince myself that you know this, how much I love you. Wherever you are, right now at this moment, you know deep in your bones that I loved you from the moment you came into the world. On days when I need more convincing, I say it aloud, sometimes a whisper, sometimes a scream in the wind: She knows you love her. Of course she knows that. You’re her mother.
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CHAPTER ONE


Cinnamon Haynes can’t remember when she stopped wanting things in life. When she was younger, she was filled with longing for silky straight hair that would slide around her shoulders, for bright-white Rollerblades with pink wheels, for her own room where she could paint her walls neon green or orange or whatever color she wanted and have one of those beds with a canopy over it and a slew of pictures in white frames made out of seashells. She would also have photos to put in those frames, pictures of her friends and family. She had none of that.

Perhaps her strongest longing was for her mother to come back from wherever she’d disappeared to when Cinnamon was barely out of diapers, leaving her with her sixty-two-year-old grandmother who passed away three years later. No, her strongest longing was actually for Grandma Thelma to return from the dead and save Cinnamon from everything that came after.

These yearnings used to be a roaring furnace deep within her, hot and constant and consuming. But at some point along the way the fire just burned itself out, slowly, little dying embers one by one, and what was left when the smoke cleared was acceptance: this was, and would always be, the life she got. It was almost liberating because with that resignation came the freedom of surrendering, come what may. It was pointless to pretend that she had any control over her circumstances, better to abandon herself to the current and let it carry her along while maintaining an almost detached curiosity about where she would eventually wash up, which turned out to be here: a pin dot of a town spitting distance from the Atlantic Ocean in a run-down but cozy cottage, listening to her husband snoring like a lawn mower in bed next to her.

Lucky and Cinnamon aren’t two words that rightfully belong in the same sentence, but some higher force had a hand somewhere along the way. Because if you’d told her twenty years ago that this future was waiting for her, she would have laughed out loud and asked what you must have been smoking to see this in the cards. The statistics promised a very different trajectory for a girl like her: she was supposed to be alone, homeless, dead, on drugs, or some combination of it all. But somehow—through a rare and brilliant twist of luck, or grace or fate—she’d found herself in this life and let herself settle into it like a warm bath. Granted, it’s not like her present circumstances are particularly opulent by any means—it’s a little gold band on her ring finger, a roof over her head, and a “real” job at the local community college, with a desk and benefits, where she gets to help kids and maybe make a difference in their lives. Wasn’t it something that that could feel like hitting the lottery?

This is why she’s constantly reminding herself to have the good sense to appreciate what she has and wish every day that it doesn’t get snatched away. Or more specifically, that no one discovers that she doesn’t deserve it after all. Good, quiet, grateful. That’s her mantra.

So why, then, is she being tormented by the same relentless dream night after night, the one that leaves her shaken and unsettled all day? Here she is now, blinking up at the ceiling, with a hammering heart and beads of sweat frizzing her edges before it’s even crossed the sun’s mind to make an appearance.

In the dream—nightmare, more accurately—she’s riding an elevator in some impossibly high skyscraper in a gleaming, fancy city she’s never been to. People get on and off as it climbs until Cinnamon finds herself all alone on the top floor. The doors refuse to open no matter what combination of buttons she jabs. Eventually the walls start to press in on her from all sides until the elevator shrinks to the size of a closet, then a coffin. It’s a good day when she wakes up before the ceiling starts pressing down on top of her thick braids. Today is not one of those days.

She knows getting back to sleep at this point is about as likely as the Mega Millions ticket on her bedside table being a winner. So she slinks out of bed and pads down the hall to the tiny spare room at the back of the house. In the corner, behind a clutter of old junk they never cleared out when they inherited the place from Jayson’s grandmother, there’s a saggy corduroy beanbag chair nestled under the window. A teetering pile of books flanks either side. She affectionately thinks of this little clearing she’s carved out for herself as her reading nook—emphasis on nook. If there were a place that embodied Cinnamon’s lifelong quest to feel safe, it would be this one right here. Dark, tucked away, and all hers.

The book is just where she left it—hidden under the beanbag she settles into. Old habits die hard, and hiding things is one of them. She digs out the stained, dog-eared copy of Charlotte’s Web, one of two possessions she’s had since childhood. The other, Grandma Thelma’s leather-bound Bible, she keeps in her bedside drawer like they do in hotels.

Reading is supposed to calm her. Books have always been her truest salvation and most constant companion. For some people it’s drugs or booze. Cinnamon has always steered clear of those, maybe out of an innate sense of self-preservation—losing herself to them would have been too easy. As far as addictions go, reading was at least one that couldn’t destroy her. And she’d bet good money it was as effective at soothing her as any of the drugs she’d never tried would be. Cheaper too. For as long as she had a book open in her lap, she had a portal to escape everything going on around her and in her mind. And so reading became her respite from the very first moment she made the wild discovery that she could string letters into words, words into sentences, and sentences into ideas. Since then she’s had to have a book within easy reach, like a life jacket or fire extinguisher. Every time she settles down in this beanbag chair she might as well be ten years old, tucked away in the corner of the Wooten Hills Regional Library, which is where she’d stolen the book in her hands from. After reading it through eight times crouched in the back of the stacks, she didn’t see how she had much of a choice. She simply couldn’t live without it, without knowing she could devour Charlotte’s Web at least a hundred more times, its pages warping with age. And it wasn’t like anyone was going to buy her a brand-new meticulously wrapped copy for her birthday. Any guilt that she’d felt slipping it into her bag was offset when Sarah the librarian smiled at her on the way out. Cinnamon swore Sarah could see the book burning a hole in her bag and knew her secret. So when Sarah nodded and let her go, she figured the librarian—her favorite—understood. There were so few mercies in Cinnamon’s young life—she couldn’t be shy about grabbing on to one or two.

The problem is, reading is bringing her zero comfort this morning. The words just dance around the page like waving hands, whispering, Girl, wait—is this all there is? What is she to make of this sudden restlessness that came on like an itch she’ll never be able to reach? This growing anxiety that even a book can’t quell.

Lucia has decided this is all just the birthday blues ahead of Cinnamon’s thirty-fifth birthday next week. Cinnamon had no intention of mentioning to her best friend how out of sorts she was feeling lately, but when Lucia caught her zoning out while sitting in her driveway a few weeks ago, some sort of explanation was required, so she admitted she was a little off. But Lucia’s theory doesn’t hold much water with Cinnamon. She’s never had the time or luxury for existential angst.

Lucia had hopped in the passenger seat while Cinnamon was still in Lucia’s circular driveway and had an immediate solution for her woes. “You know what’ll break you out of this funk? A party! I’m going to throw you a big birthday bash. I’ll do it on Friday, the night before, so Jayson can still sweep you away for something on your actual birthday Saturday.”

Lucia has more faith in Jayson’s planning than Cinnamon does. And her friend’s offer was less about Cinnamon and more about Lucia having an excuse to throw a party, but putting her hatred of being the center of attention aside, Cinnamon agreed with the hope that it would work to snap her out of these doldrums. It will also be the very first birthday party Cinnamon has ever had, and it’s fitting that it’s being thrown by the first real and true friend she’s ever had too. She can’t tell if any of that is sweet or sad, but that’s the case with so much, isn’t it? A murky mix of the two.

Cinnamon abandons Charlotte’s Web and gives herself fully over to the angst—it’s like trying to fight the current anyway; there’s really no point and ultimately it’s more exhausting than just giving in. Tracing its source is futile too, but she can identify at least one likely culprit: her husband. The anger and resentment sticks to her like the film of tomato sauce you can’t quite get out of the Tupperware no matter how hard you scrub. This, despite her best efforts to get past his shocking foolery. Cinnamon’s worked as hard to forgive him as she has at anything else in her life. There’s a stack of books in the recesses of her closet that’s a testament to that commitment. How to Improve Your Marriage without Talking about It; Be the Spouse YOU Want to Have; Forgiveness Is for You. The goal was to read herself to a better place. If books can save your life, maybe they can also save your marriage. It just isn’t working as fast or effectively as she hoped.

Well, the forgiveness book has helped a little. It could be the author’s wisdom, but it could also be because Cinnamon well knows she can’t afford to let herself stay angry at Jayson for any real length of time. Which is why it makes her laugh now to think just how mad she was after he dropped his bombshell last summer—mad enough to actually have packed her bags.

She’d also contemplated setting Jayson’s clothes on fire, Waiting to Exhale style, on her way out. But that was a bridge too far, and she only got as far as the front porch anyway. Not even to the car. Because where would she even go? Move in with Lucia and Adam and the twins? Hardly, even if they did have the space in their McMansion. Was Cinnamon going to call all the family she didn’t have? Was she going to call Reverend Rick and slink back to Atlanta and her attic apartment above All Souls Heavenly Fellowship storefront church? She’d come too far for that, and besides, the Rev had already done enough for her for several lifetimes. Her lack of options made her feel the same as when the elevator wall came pressing on her head in her nightmares, and she had a mighty headache to show for it.

So she’d set about the work of forgiveness, which was a new skill to Cinnamon. Given that the trail of people who’ve hurt and wronged her is longer than all the rivers in the world strung together, there was no way to muster enough energy for all the forgiving she would’ve had to do, so she’d never even bothered. But Jayson is a different story. With Jayson she doesn’t have a choice. That’s marriage, right? You have to keep on keeping on somehow? Or else… or else what?

Sometimes she tries to think of it this way: she should actually be grateful that Jayson messed up like he did. It balances the scales between them to be reminded that he isn’t Mr. Perfect, as much as he’d like everyone to believe that. He also isn’t the only one to have lied. In a way, it’s a silver lining that his infuriating antics soothed Cinnamon’s guilt about all the secrets she’s kept from her husband. Except he came clean. And that makes one of them.

A shadow passes outside the door and Jayson appears in the hallway, as if her very thoughts conjured him, as if he just knew he was winding through her brain at 6 a.m. She tries to get her mind to just hush up, a futile task if there ever was one.

Jayson stands there a moment, watching her pretend to read before he speaks. “You good? A little early to have your nose in a book. Even for you.”

“Yeah, I’m okay. Just couldn’t sleep.” She hasn’t told him about the nightmares. Or the lingering rage.

“Is it early menopause?”

“JAYSON!”

“Girl, you know I’m just messing with you. We need to get you some melatonin tonight. You’ve been restless for a minute now.”

“Yeah, maybe that’d help. I got a lot on my mind.”

“Let me guess. Thinking about some drama with one of your students again?”

“Yeah, that’s it.” Her students and their constant struggles are always an easy scapegoat for any stress.

He squeezes in next to her even though there isn’t room for two on this chair. “Cece, you know what your problem is?” Jayson doesn’t wait for her to respond before leveling his familiar accusation.

“You care too much. About those kids. About their problems. You gotta learn to let go, to leave all that at work.”

She scoots away from him, tucking Charlotte’s Web back under the beanbag. “Yeah, you’re right, Jay,” she agrees. Even though she’s lying—there’s no such thing as caring too much. And it isn’t the point anyway.

She swivels her head around, taking in the piles of boxes, the old yellow phone books, VHS tapes, and the scattered Styrofoam pellets that have leaked from the beanbag chair all over the floor. “We need to do something about this room.”

“Too early for that too.” Jayson yawns loud enough to wake the closest neighbors a mile down the road.

He promised he’d fix this place up as soon as they’d moved in three years ago. Jayson promises a lot of things. He has more plans and promises than most people have pants. His schemes and dreams are how they’d ended up back here in Sibley Bay, the little town where he was born and raised, where he got to be a big fish in a little pond instead of the goldfish in an ocean he’d been in Atlanta. Those schemes and dreams might also destroy them both, but she can’t think about it right now. She’s got to get to work—to the job that currently, and barely, supports them both, even though she doesn’t want to think about that either.

“Well, it may be early, but I’m going to be late if I sit here too much longer.”

She lets Jayson pull her up from the beanbag chair, if not out of this dreadful mood. It is nice to pause in his arms for a minute, breathing him in. Despite herself, the urge to stay nestled in the crook of his neck all day, warm morning breath on her face, comes on strong. But work awaits. She has an appointment with one of her students at 8 a.m. sharp, and Preeti is sure to be in her office fifteen minutes early, already in a tizzy about something or other.

Back in the bedroom, she digs out a tired old black dress, which feels right on so many levels and is the only thing she can think to wear to the work party she does not want to go to tonight. She does have a brand-new dress tucked away in the back of the closet that she got on a whim for her birthday party next Friday, but every time her eye catches the price tag, she vows to return it. And anyway, she wouldn’t waste it on Vera’s retirement bash. The woman’s pale, pinched face and her string of different yappy “therapy” Yorkies have greeted visitors to the reception desk at Sibley Bay Community College since it opened its doors forty years ago, and now her reign is done and she’s moving closer to her son somewhere in Texas. To which Cinnamon thinks, Good riddance. This is a woman who announced out of nowhere one day, “You know, Cinnamon, you’re the first colored friend I ever had,” with the proudest look on her face like she’d earned the hardest Girl Scout badge tying knots or some other useless activity. Cinnamon was not the least bit surprised by this information, nor by Vera’s use of the term “colored,” nor by the fact that Vera obviously expected to be rewarded for this confession, judging by the eagerness with which she awaited a reply. Cinnamon’s “Okay, cool,” apparently fell short of whatever Vera was hoping for. She was clearly supposed to be congratulating her on her valiant open-mindedness. But it was a helluva lot nicer than what she wanted to say, which was, “What on earth makes you think we’re friends?”

Cinnamon slips the dress over her head and appraises herself in the wobbly full-length mirror leaning on the wall, twisting around to decide if she needs Spanx. Not that she would suffer Spanx for Vera, and anyway, her hips and butt are as narrow as they ever were. She takes in her perky breasts, smooth dark skin, and round doll-like eyes with highly batable lashes, if Cinnamon had ever mastered the art. Even the stray tooth that refused to fall in line somehow adds to the overall effect of her shy smile, which is good because braces weren’t in the cards. Cinnamon allows herself her vanity, beauty being one of those things like a trust fund or royal lineage—it doesn’t matter who’s deserving; it is the luck of the draw, a blessing bestowed by fate, which overall, has not been particularly kind to her. So who is she not to acknowledge and appreciate this one saving grace? She doesn’t take for granted the times it got her an extra kindness, or how it allowed people to assume things about her and her life. She’s no fool—she knows it got her husband too. She had easily marked Jayson as the sort to want a pretty wife to show off and complete his “image.” At least she had that to trade for love.

Suddenly, Jayson’s voice floats over the racket he’s making deep in the closet. “You know where the medium suitcase is?”

“It’s nested in the larger one. Like always. Why do you need a suitcase?”

He reminds her about the deep-sea fishing trip he’s going on this weekend that she’d fully blocked out after unsuccessfully trying to make the case that this was not the best use of the funds they didn’t have. Jayson claimed Alex, one of his buddies who just got a big bonus, was bankrolling the whole group and renting some ridiculous yacht, a move Jayson described with equal parts bitterness and reverence. “You know how Alex loves to show off he’s ballin’ like that. White dudes and their boats, man. We make it far enough out there, it’s going to be some middle passage shit. Can’t wait to see Alex’s face when I bring that shit up to mess with him.”

When he emerges from the closet clutching their faded gray American Tourister, he looks confused. “Why you all dressed up? You usually wear those Oprah’s Favorite Things leggings on Fridays.”

It’s her turn for reminders. “I’m going to be home late tonight. Remember? I have Vera’s retirement thing.”

“Oh man, that crusty cracker.”

“Jay!”

“What? This is the woman who called you ‘colored’ to your face. If that doesn’t qualify her as an ole crusty cracker, I don’t know what does.”

He gives her a playful tap on the butt. Jayson always jokes that he found the only Black girl with a flat ass in all of Atlanta.

“Well, I’m just glad you have a reason to wear something other than those tired pants. Lookin’ all grown and sexy this morning. Actually, why don’t you get over here and let me remind you just how fine you are.” He kicks the suitcase away and makes a show of falling onto the bed and patting the mattress beside him.

His hungry eyes send a surge of love through her that scatters all the angst hovering over her this morning. It occurs to her that the key to forgiveness could be simpler than she was allowing. Maybe the path to settling herself down once and for all is to remind herself as often as necessary how much she loves her husband. She truly does. With his slow drawl and easy charm and the way he can tell the same joke a hundred times and still make it funny. Also, good Lord he has the most beautiful smile she’s ever seen on a grown man, and damned if he isn’t always smiling like he doesn’t have a care in the world. Jayson is relentlessly upbeat, more than ought to be possible, given this world. He doesn’t have the stone-faced expressions most brothers wear—either an affected swagger or an aggressive stoicism, world-weary or too cool or both. It was the first thing she noticed about him—that Labrador puppy energy—when he’d sidled up next to her five years ago during a packed book reading in a too-hot Barnes & Noble in Buckhead. All those teeth lined up like shiny piano keys when he turned to her, looking down at her sweatshirt, clearly ready to spit out his best game. “Spelman, huh? Smart and fine, I see.” There was an honest-to-God actual sparkle in his eyes, along with a touch of hazel, or maybe the light was catching them just so, but Cinnamon felt that thing, a terrifying wooziness at the instant attraction and the shock that this good-looking man with his expensive-smelling cologne and Italian leather satchel was so interested in her. She’d looked down at the thrift store sweatshirt she’d forgotten she was wearing and nodded, only slightly, but her being a Spelman girl was still the first of many lies she’d let him believe about her life before they met.

Jayson’s interest, attraction, and eventual love felt like a gift. It did then and it still does.

But as she meets his gaze again in the mirror now, a familiar question nags her: Did she fall in love with Jayson, or with the version of herself that he evidently saw—someone worthy of love and commitment? Her love is all mixed up with so many other complicated emotions—namely, a white-hot gratitude. Being loved, she fears, is something she may never get used to, even after all these years. But no one has to know that, least of all her husband.

“I don’t have time for all that this morning, Jay.” She eases the rejection with a smile at him in the mirror. “But how about I make you some eggs?”

She doesn’t know how to account for this, but out of nowhere she wants to make her husband breakfast, even more so when he looks downright touched.

“For real? It’s been a minute since you made me breakfast like you used to.”

It’s been more than a minute—it’s been almost a whole year. Ever since the day he said those words, “Cinnamon, I have to tell you something.” It was “Cinnamon” not “Cece,” which stopped her cold. In the wake of his confession, she’d let up on her determined efforts to be some sort of perfect sitcom wife, television being her only real model of what marriage should look like. The desire to make her man eggs this morning is her vigilance returning to her. Swallowing her pride, being the dutiful wife, remembering to be grateful—these are the ingredients to make her feel safe. Good, quiet, grateful.

“Oh stop, I can make my man a couple of eggs now and then.”

“Cool. I’ll be down in a minute.” Before she can get to the bedroom door, he calls out. “Unless… wanna come back and…?”

 The eggs are one thing, but he’s pushing it. She hesitates for a minute, trying to decide if she has it in her to peel off this dress, crawl back into bed, and give herself over to her husband. She knows Jayson’s invite is only half-hearted; he’s like a little kid finishing dessert—you always ask for extra even when you know the answer’ll be no. But she’s tempted. Tempted to lose herself under Jayson’s weight, have all these discomfiting feelings washed away with sweat-soaked skin, hide in her body so her mind can’t reach her.

As a consolation she goes back and kisses him. Jayson grabs her arm to hold her there. When he shoots her that lopsided grin, she knows a request is coming before his lips even fix to move. “Any chance you can swing by Sandy’s on the way home after Vera’s thing? I’ve been craving creole catfish bad.”

“Yeah, yeah, no problem.” She lets her tone sound all begrudging, but she means it. She could use a pile of creole catfish too. And they can watch an episode or two of Power they’ve been saving.

Cinnamon leans down and nestles her face in Jayson’s soft waves. He reaches for her and pulls her back to kiss her lips, mumbling, “I love you.” Though love was never really the problem. It almost never is.



The bird is an omen. Cinnamon will come to see that later, but for now she’s not one to believe in signs or magic, or spells, or even wishes on birthday candles. The bird though. That bird. Sitting right there in the kitchen, smack in the middle of the table, perched on the towering stack of past-due bills like it’s the most natural thing in the world. It is about the teeniest thing she’s ever seen, bright neon yellow as a highlighter and as still as a ceramic figurine. In fact, she assumes it’s a strange little statue until it suddenly cocks its head.

Cinnamon’s eyes dart around their kitchen. The bird squawks, loud and urgent.

How in the world did this creature get in here and what does it want?

One of her foster dads, Doc Parker, had been an “amateur ornithologist.” That’s how she learned the word “ornithologist,” which she eagerly added to her mental vocabulary collection that would eventually lead her to a near perfect verbal score on the PSATs, useless as being in the 98th percentile would prove to be. That new word was the best thing about living with the Parkers. It was the first time she’d ever lived with white people—Doc and his wife and their two blond children who stared at Cinnamon like she was a rare bird in a tree—and amateur bird-watching was nothing if not peak whiteness. It seemed crazy to take long drives to the middle of nowhere and try to spot birds in trees before they flew away. Somehow Doc Parker always took her out in his wood-paneled station wagon on days that were hotter than the devil’s breath. Doc delighted in “exposing” her to a new hobby. White people were always very big on “exposing” you to things, as if they held a passport to a different world, which they basically did. The bird-watching grew on her in the six months she lived with the Parkers before Doc got relocated to a job in Portland and they left her behind like an old piece of furniture too unwieldy and impractical to bother to move. But those first few times they went bird-watching, she hated it. She felt like she was going to die of heat stroke or boredom, whichever got her first. There were a thousand things she’d rather be doing (namely, reading), but whenever he looked at her expectantly and asked if she was having fun, she beamed. “I am!” The lie came easily, a reflex and a survival instinct, for Doc Parker and everyone else. The lies were second nature by then; they flew from her lips as smoothly as all those birds taking flight: where her mother was (acting in Hollywood, or sometimes dead of cancer, depending on Cinnamon’s mood), vacations she had taken (Paris, twice—as if), and activities she excelled at (ice-skating and horseback riding).

The reality: she’d never left the city of Youngstown, let alone the state of Ohio, before she was shipped to Atlanta at fifteen, and she had no idea where her mother was since she’d walked out the door when Cinnamon was three, leaving Grandma Thelma with a confused and heartbroken toddler. She could have been good with skates or horses if someone had given her lessons.

Cinnamon rationalized that her lies were harmless, victimless; it was more a game, all the ways she pretended that she had a better childhood than she had—like, for example, that she did get to go to college. She was so convinced of the alternative reality she’d conjured that by the time she met Jayson at that bookstore, tales from her spruced-up past burst from her so easily it was hard to believe they weren’t true. Sometimes she could swear she remembered the feeling of being in a campus bookstore, a hefty stack of textbooks making her arms quiver, and late-night study sessions with friends over greasy pizza in her dorm room. Who could blame her or begrudge her fantasies? Jayson least of all, if he knew the truth. After all, this is the version of herself—stable, educated, well-raised—that he fell in love with, and besides, he tries to reinvent himself every other day. Anyway, the lies are just a way of sparing her husband and everyone else any need to feel sorry for her. They can save their pity for some other poor Black girl who can’t catch a break. Heaven knows there’s no shortage of those. In Cinnamon’s alternate universe, she escaped being a stereotype. The effort and toll to maintain the web of falsehoods to everyone in the world, including her husband, are, in the end, worth it just to be relieved of that burden.

She’s angry that the past is creeping up on her this morning, and she takes the blame out on the bird.

“You need to get on outta here, right now!” She’s hollering at the bird, but it may as well be the memories.

She moves slowly toward the patio door on tippy-toes, as if backing away from a deranged criminal, not a parakeet-looking something or other. Hopefully this bird has two working wings. Her plans for the day do not include nursing an injured animal back to health. She has scant experience with nurturing living creatures. She always wanted a dog, but Jayson would never go for it, his allergies and all. She trips on a thought, stopping short right there with the patio door handle in her grip: how sad it was that she’s never had one single living thing to take care of in her life except for her husband. Not even so much as a plant. She vows to ask Jayson for one for her birthday, a succulent with thick, spiky leaves that makes her think of the desert and survival.

Cinnamon pushes her hip against the metal bar and throws open the rusty patio door while yelling, “Shoo!” as loud as she can.

The bird looks startled and then briefly confused about why Cinnamon doesn’t want the two of them to spend the morning together. It cocks its head and gives her a look that actually makes her laugh a little and take out her phone to snap a picture to send to Lucia later. By the time the phone is back in her pocket, the bird has hightailed it out of there.

She will come back to this morning, over and over, where she’s making eggs, kissing her husband, salivating at the creole catfish they’ll never have. Vera’s dreaded party that, turns out, she’ll have a great excuse to miss. The promise of sex that will go unkept. And that bird. That silly yellow bird who might as well have screamed, Oh, you wanted something to happen to you, Cinnamon Haynes? You worried this was all there was? Well, get ready. Not that it would have mattered if Tweety had chirped her fortune at the top of its little lungs—she wouldn’t have believed it, or anything that came next.
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CHAPTER TWO


People leave. It’s the lesson Cinnamon learned the earliest and the most in her life, and now it taunts her again as she realizes there might be another reason for her agitation as of late: Daisy. The fact that the girl has up and disappeared. It’s been three weeks since she’s shown up for their regular Friday lunch—Cinnamon counts them now to be certain.

She looks around, fruitlessly searching for the girl. This rectangular patch of grass, ring of trees, sludgy puddle, and smattering of benches allow this place to conspire to be a park due to their proximity to each other. Cinnamon appreciates its aspirational qualities. She thinks of the bench she sits on now as “her bench,” her ownership of it so complete that she’s irritated if someone else has the nerve to plop down on it, which is mercifully a rare occasion.

Cinnamon’s lunchtime ritual is sacrosanct. Everybody in the career services office knows not to mess with it. She leaves the office each day at precisely 12:15, goes to Wendy’s, gets a six-piece order of nuggets, fries, and a Frosty, which Terry, the elderly vet who works the drive-through lunch shift, almost always has waiting for her, and then drives the seven minutes over here to McLaren Park, where she sits on the second bench in front of the duck pond and reads for exactly forty-five minutes. The days when it rains, she sits in the parking lot and eats her lunch, a sliver of pond in view through her windshield. Routines like this are important for her. Wherever she’s been, whatever has come at her in life, she’s used them to keep some order in her world.

Cinnamon had raced through her morning chasing the peace she hoped lunchtime in the fresh air would bring. She makes an effort to hold still, listening to the quiet, letting the sun settle on her face, eyes open to the sky, which is a swirl of so many shades of blue it’s like Mother Nature can’t make up her mind this afternoon. It’s cool for late May; the heat and humidity will come for them soon though, making June, July, and August almost unbearable, but for now the temperature hovers at an ideal seventy-four degrees. It’s an easy-breezy kind of late-spring day, but Cinnamon is still feeling anything but. All she can think is, Where is Daisy?

But who can Cinnamon even tell that her friend is gone? Is Daisy even her friend? She hadn’t exactly meant to keep their relationship a secret; Cinnamon just didn’t know how to explain how and why she came to sit on a park bench once a week and eat french fries with a white girl almost half her age for close to a year now.

Daisy owes Cinnamon nothing if she wants to skip town, not least a goodbye, and if she doesn’t want to meet for lunch anymore, it’s her prerogative. Still, her just disappearing without a word stings. It is… Cinnamon searches her brain for the word the kids are always using… triggering. That’s it—triggering. Everything’s triggering these days. Her student Preeti had used the word just this morning when she vented about bingeing old episodes of Full House where the parents are always only mad at the kids for, like, two seconds, and then everyone makes up and is back to their lighthearted sitcom antics. Family drama being easily resolved in thirty minutes “triggered” her. “Why do they let us think it’s so simple?” It was a fair question.

Preeti had been waiting in Cinnamon’s office this morning just as Cinnamon suspected she would be and was already sobbing up a storm. The poor girl has been locked in a battle with her parents over two major decisions that she’d recently made: changing her major from accounting to fashion marketing and transferring to Clayton State for the upcoming semester to be closer to her girlfriend, Danya. Though the Arujas are much more concerned about the latter than the former and have threatened to cut her off financially if she continues this “stupid American fad.” Last night, Preeti went to use the credit card they’d given her and discovered it was canceled, which shouldn’t have come as a surprise in light of their threats, but even when you see the knife coming, it hurts just the same. Thus, this morning’s waterworks. For weeks now, and again this morning, Cinnamon has been trying to assure Preeti that even if she lost her parents’ financial support, she could do work-study and apply for grants and scholarships, that she has a great head on her shoulders, and she would be all right no matter what. It helps that Cinnamon really believes that. She’s tried to make Preeti understand that she might never change her parents’ mind, but the girl remains intent on pleading with them to “accept” her—to no avail. Cinnamon understands the desperation all too well, but it also makes her bone-tired. There are some problems you just can’t solve—like bad parents. Fact is, some people should just not be allowed to have kids, period. If she had to put a number on it, it would be about 30 percent, at least. Thirty percent of people who have kids should not have had them. The Arujas included, even if they would claim all they’re doing is loving their daughter and wanting the best for her. Those are the worst parents, actually—the ones that are totally oblivious to how royally they are messing up.

All Cinnamon could offer Preeti, beyond helping her get her transfer credits straight, was some tough love. She had hefty doses of that because if there’s one thing she knows, the truth can save you, or at least prepare you. “You have some rough days ahead of you, but it’ll make you stronger and it’ll let you surprise yourself. I can promise you, though, you’re going to be okay,” she’d told the girl.

At that, Preeti stopped sniveling and got a tiny glint of resolve in her eye, which made Cinnamon want to cheer and give her a big hug. Supporting her students gives Cinnamon a sense of purpose and pride that’s probably out of proportion to the actual impact that she has on their lives, but she can’t help it. It also helps ease her imposter syndrome because the idea that Cinnamon is even working as a “career counselor” is pretty ludicrous considering how little experience she has with “careers.” She’d had one job for most of her life before she met Jayson. She’d stumbled into working for Reverend Rick at the church. Gratitude, loyalty, and inertia kept her there for longer than it perhaps should have, in a “career” that was an accumulation of endless odd jobs, from scrubbing the toilets to arranging the volunteers and organizing volunteers for the soup kitchen. But it didn’t amount to anything that she could put on a crisp, cream-colored resume; it didn’t position her to climb any ladder but the one she used to change the lightbulbs in the ALL SOULS HEAVENLY FELLOWSHIP sign.

It was just as well because Jayson was happy for her not to work when they moved to Sibley Bay, to stay home and read books all day while he built his empire. Cinnamon knows better than to think that was an entirely selfless act. Jayson is the kind of guy who feels like a big man by being able to support his woman. But the creaky old house was too quiet and allowed too much time and room for thinking. Above all else, Cinnamon needed distraction. The question was, what? What could she do in this town to make a living other than sling drinks or check people in at one of the fancy resorts, both of which Jayson dismissed as “beneath” her? All those white folks ordering you to get them snacks and towels, thinking they’re better than us. My wife isn’t the help. He solved this problem by going to Mommy.

Abigail not only knew everyone in this town but was likely their second-grade teacher at one point. Sure enough, Cinnamon’s mother-in-law soon learned of a position at Sibley Bay Community College. Cinnamon jumped at the chance with an enthusiasm that bordered on desperation. Abigail’s recommendation (she and Dean Bowler went to high school together) meant Cinnamon was hired without too rigorous a background check or having to produce a copy of a bachelor’s degree.

Cinnamon assumed the job at the college meant that she would be doing mock interviews and rewriting resumes, but it turned out the bachelor’s in psychology she let Dean Bowler believe she had would have come in handy since she is essentially a de facto therapist. It feels good to have the students open up and trust her—better, she imagines, than any of the drugs she never tried.

And she had been happy, or at least content, for their first couple of years in Sibley Bay, settling into a groove with her husband and at work, letting herself believe all the drama in her life was behind her. She should have known better. She did know better. And still it caught her off guard when Jayson came to her with his confessions.

Here was the thing: people fucking up was about as surprising and unexpected as the sunrise. No, the shock of it was how she reacted to the news. Just how well and truly thrown she was to have the rug pulled out from under her, even though her entire existence until then had been an endless series of pulled rugs. She’d gone soft, she’d let her guard down and stopped bracing herself for disaster, and the price to pay was getting caught up in a whole tornado of emotions that she couldn’t keep at bay.

It wasn’t like she didn’t know Jayson had his… shortcomings, or was naive enough to think that he wouldn’t screw up one day. In fact, Cinnamon had prepared herself for any cheating he might do before they even walked down the aisle. Which was not so much an aisle but a small room at the courthouse with blinding fluorescent lights and the scent of a tuna fish lunch hanging in the air. Her plea to quietly tie the knot, just the two of them, was one concession Jayson, who ideally wanted a bigger wedding, made for her when she insisted she couldn’t bear the fuss. As soon as they said, “I do,” she could see herself some years hence, holding Jayson while he sobbed uncontrollably, begging forgiveness and assuring her it was “just one mistake.” But she’d prepared for the wrong scene. In the end, she only wishes it had been another woman—even some skinny white chick with stringy blond hair—that had her crying that day on the bench like someone had died.

What actually died that day was their savings—and her trust when Jayson told her he’d lost most of their money, including the nest egg Cinnamon had painstakingly squirreled away before she met him. He’d also secretly taken a mortgage out and lost that too. All chasing his dream: The Ruins, which was living up to its name.

The “world-class beachfront seafood joint” he was building was why they’d uprooted from Atlanta in the first place. Not a week after they were married, Jayson announced he had a surprise. They drove to Sibley Bay, which wasn’t unusual, since they came to visit Jayson’s mom, Abigail, every few months. But rather than turn into the modest new condo complex she’d moved into after his dad died, they drove a long and winding road outside of town. They continued on the desolate stretch that seemed to lead nowhere and made Cinnamon think of white men on horses with torches until, finally, they pulled up to a marshy plot of land that drifted off to a shaggy span of beach and a dark cove of frothy water. Standing in the middle of it was a measly wooden shack so dilapidated that Cinnamon could blow it to the ground in one good breath.

“This is it!” Jayson clapped his hands and looked around.

Cinnamon spotted a flash of irritation on his face when she had the nerve to appear confused.

“It’s… our future, baby!” Jayson proceeded to announce—not ask, but announce—their new master plan. He’d inherited a plot of land from a great-uncle he never even knew! They were moving to Sibley Bay! So he could build a restaurant! Right here! He described the restaurant-cum-speakeasy he planned to build with a grandiose hand wave like he was writing it in the sky.

It was as if the sheer force of his enthusiasm would distract her from the fact that she had not bought into this plan whatsoever. It was a disconcerting feeling when your husband’s plans were three steps ahead of your own. He’d already made arrangements for them to move into his grandmother’s place, which had sat empty since she’d died.

Jayson’s plan was to have the new restaurant up and running in a year. She knew that was about as likely as a snowstorm in this Southern town before the words even left his lips that day. But she nodded along as Jayson squinted out at the tranquil ocean as if he could see their whole future in the water. Turns out that was apt, since his vision for their future ended up drowning them in debt.

Not that she was aware of this until the day last summer when her husband decided he had no choice but to come clean since he knew the creditors were about to get more aggressive and there was a chance his car would get repossessed. He decided to tell Cinnamon before she spotted two men loading his Jeep Cherokee onto a tow truck.

Two hundred and twenty thousand dollars and climbing. That was the astonishing number that fell from his lips that day, and only when she forced him to tell her by asking, “How bad is it, exactly?” His only defense for any of it: “I was doing it for us, Cece. For our dream. I made some bad calls with contractors… Well, they’re some shady thieves; it really wasn’t my bad. And I needed to grease some palms for permits… You know how these white folks do—you gotta give ’em something. But I can’t lose it all now. I got too much invested in the Ruins. I gotta get this up and going, or…” He didn’t finish the sentence. He just started bawling like a baby. The funny thing was, there were no actual tears, which made her think his emotional outburst was theatrical more than anything else. He knew he was wrong. Dead wrong. And what was this business about “our dream”?

For her, this betrayal, him draining their bank accounts, was worse than an affair. A meaningless one-night stand she could get past, but sacrificing their stability in this uncertain world when she’d worked so hard to finally feel comfortable—that was the bitterest of pills and why she’d ended up fleeing here to this park, to her happy place, after they’d had it out last summer. She thought she had the park to herself and let loose howling at the ducks like a madwoman when she looked up and noticed she wasn’t alone. The sight of a girl across the way stopped Cinnamon midsob. And what a sight she was. Her size was noticeable; she was on the bigger side and enveloped in a giant cherry-red sweat suit that was way too heavy for the hot May day. Her face was bright pink—either from sunburn or exertion—and she was carrying a giant can of tomatoes in each hand as makeshift weights. When she wound around the path and closed in on the bench, the girl plopped down next to Cinnamon and asked what was wrong, point-blank, just like that, as if they already knew each other. Obviously, Cinnamon wasn’t going to say a thing about what was going on behind the closed doors of her shaky marriage. She didn’t need her business on the streets like that. Short of conjuring a dead relative, which may have been a bridge too far, the best story Cinnamon could come up with was that her beloved Yorkie (Vera’s stupid dogs were good for one thing: creative inspiration) just died and that’s why she was on this bench, losing it.

Daisy placed a sweaty palm on Cinnamon’s back with genuine sympathy. Cinnamon was still too out of sorts to be concerned about a stranger’s touch invading her usually well-guarded personal space. Daisy immediately started in on a story about how she grew up on a farm with a pack of dogs and every single one of them was named Star. As soon as one of them died, another puppy took its place, a new Star, a constellation of Stars. The story had zero bearing on what Cinnamon was going through—it wasn’t actually a dead dog vexing her, but a deadbeat husband—but boy was it nice to be diverted by someone else’s chatter.

Somehow they had gone on to talk for two full hours, about dogs and movies and the weather, about how they both were still getting used to Sibley Bay and how hard it was to get to know people in a place where they had either dropped in for a weeklong vacation or had lived here for generations and didn’t exactly embrace “outsiders.” Daisy had just moved to town the summer before with her childhood best friend, Caleb.

Cinnamon chalked up their lovely, if surprising, chat to a happy accident—she’d never even been to that park on a weekend before—and a one-time interaction that turned around a dark day, or at least distracted her from it. But then Daisy showed up again the next Friday.

“You mentioned you come here for lunch during the week and I wanted to check on you and give you this.” She’d thrust a metal trinket at Cinnamon. As she did, the sleeve of her shirt rode up a few inches and Cinnamon spotted a neat line of faded scars like hash marks. Daisy nudged the sleeve down quickly and kept talking, but Cinnamon knew exactly what she had seen.

“It’s a personalized keychain… in honor of Charlie… your dog? I got it at one of the tourist places near the boardwalk. It’s dumb… Sorry… I just thought…”

That’s the problem with lying; it required an exhausting vigilance. She’d already forgotten what she told Daisy about the dead dog. But damned if a lump didn’t rise in Cinnamon’s throat at the gesture. It’s these tiny kindnesses that can undo a person.

That day she and Daisy chatted again for another easy hour. When Cinnamon had to get back to work, Daisy looked up shyly. “Same time next week?”

The next Friday, Cinnamon showed up with extra fries, which she felt bad about since the girl was obviously trying to lose weight. But they scarfed them down as they dissected the latest episode of Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, which they’d discovered they both loved. And which Jayson refused to watch on principle. “Like I need to watch a bunch of skinny rich ladies make up drama. Like they got any real problems beyond those tarantula fake eyelashes they all wear.”

And so began a weekly ritual of Friday lunch, talking about TV or books. Daisy was into fantasy and sci-fi, which weren’t Cinnamon’s preferred genres, but she tried and ended up actually liking a couple of Daisy’s recommendations, especially The House in the Cerulean Sea, which had her rooting for a cast of misfit magical children and sobbing with joy by the last page.

The best moments might have been when they weren’t talking at all. It was the comfortable silences that Cinnamon appreciated the most. So few people in this world can just sit in silence with another person without yammering on and on. But for all their talking and their companionable silences, what does Cinnamon know about the girl, really?

She knows Daisy was raised by her grandparents. That had come up around the time they met last year. Mother’s Day had just passed.

“You got kids?” Daisy had asked Cinnamon. “I figured I should say, ‘hope you had a Happy Mother’s Day’ if you do.”

Whenever she gets asked this, Cinnamon affixes a neutral expression on her face as she shakes her head so as to avoid pity, confusion, or any nosy questions.

“None of my own, but I have a couple of godbabies—my friend Lucia’s kids—who I love more than I love french fries… almost more than I love french fries. Maybe the same. But no—no kids for me.”

“What about a mother—you got one of those? Sorry, that’s a weird question. I only ask because I don’t. She died when I was like two. I was raised by my grandparents. So Mother’s Day is always… weird. Hard. You know?”

“I do know, actually. I lost my mom when I was ’bout that age too.” (Like her mom was a pair of sunglasses gone missing in a taxi.)

That Daisy may have assumed Cinnamon’s mother is dead was not something she went out of her way to correct. She might as well be dead, so what is the difference, really?

Their shared circumstances were one of the reasons they’d bonded quickly and intimately in those early days spent together on this bench. Cinnamon recognized a kindred spirit when she saw one. They were both members of a club no one wants to belong to: motherless daughters. And she could also sense Daisy’s hidden traumas as if they emitted a dog whistle loud and clear to those who had their own. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise that Daisy’s history made Cinnamon feel immediately protective of her, a sentiment that was easily accompanied by affection.

And yet, she still lied to Daisy when she asked Cinnamon who raised her after her mom was gone.

“Oh, my aunt.” It came out easy enough; it always did.

When Daisy then asked, “What’s your aunt like?” the best response Cinnamon could come up with was, “She’s a piece of work.” But she said it with a beneficent smile that allowed the phrase to be interpreted in a positive light, and it was sufficient enough to move the subject along. She got away with the same breezy description with Jayson when describing Aunt Celia, the woman he believes raised her, carefully omitting all of her years in foster care and what went down with Aunt Celia in the end. It helped that Jayson has never been the probing type.

Nor, apparently, is Cinnamon herself given the paltry breadcrumbs she has to piece together about Daisy and where she’s gone off to. She doesn’t even have her phone number, or know where she lives other than in an apartment near the little airport outside of town, which isn’t a big help. Daisy never mentioned a job, but Caleb, that guy she’s living with, works construction, if Cinnamon remembers right. Daisy was distraught when he went off somewhere for a gig, which Cinnamon recalls must have been sometime last fall, that was around the time of Daisy’s birthday. She’d turned nineteen—Cinnamon had brought her a cupcake that day.

Cinnamon had used her birthday as an excuse to ask Daisy about her dreams and plans for the upcoming year and beyond. She’d sensed potential in the girl, as wayward and lost as she appeared to be.

She wasn’t prepared for Daisy’s answer though. The girl’s dream for her future was to be a pilot. Of all things. Cinnamon nearly fell off the bench when Daisy had offered this up like a secret confession. But she didn’t. She held the muscles in her face firmly in place lest they betray her doubts. Lord knows Cinnamon had had too many teachers and people give her that look—that Oh, you think you can do that, little poor brown girl? patronizing look—when she dared even dip a toe beyond what they thought was appropriate for her, whether it was a harder book, an honors class, or a spot on the all-white dance team. She knows all too well how people will shit on your dreams just because they size you up and take it upon themselves to decide if you are worthy of them or not. If you are the right size or color or gender to do what you want to do. This is why she vowed early on to never talk her students down from their dreams or their goals, however high they want to aim—in Daisy’s case, all the way to the literal sky. And, hell, why shouldn’t she be a pilot? Cinnamon loves the idea of people living lives they aren’t supposed to have, that are supposed to be out of reach. And she makes it a point to believe in people—her students and strangers alike—her theory being that maybe you can get better at believing in yourself if you practice enough on other people.

Who knows? Maybe Daisy got into some flight school in the last few weeks and that’s why she had to leave in a hurry. Cinnamon is momentarily thrilled at the thought, but then an ominous feeling sets in. Daisy had been acting strange the last few months. Cinnamon can see that now. Last time they were on this bench, last time Cinnamon had laid eyes on her, she’d noticed the dark hollows under Daisy’s eyes, her twitchy knee, the pounds that she’d worked hard to lose back with a vengeance. She’d seemed preoccupied, mindlessly downing the pack of Twizzlers Cinnamon brought her.

Something terrible could have happened. Daisy has only ever spoken kindly of Caleb in a way that makes Cinnamon think she’s in love with the guy, even though she said they were just friends. But that doesn’t mean anything—it’s possible he was abusing her. Kidnapped her? Cinnamon’s mind races through every Dateline and SVU episode she’s ever seen—they all end badly.

Cinnamon needs to go on ahead and put Daisy out of her mind. She’s no Olivia Benson, and she’s devoted too much time to worrying over her anyway. She’s letting her precious lunch hour pass her by, and that won’t stand. She opens the greasy bag of fries that have become cold and soggy while she ignored them and digs into her bag for her book. A brand-spanking-new one. God, how Cinnamon loves a new book, the promise and anticipation. A new book makes you feel like anything is possible and that all the hard stuff is going to go away, even if it’s just for thirty minutes, and that’s exactly what she needs right now.

The novel she’d just finished, a silly story about a wealthy divorcée who inherits a haunted beach house and falls in love with the ghost, a Civil War vet, was a straight-up dud. No surprise since the recommendation came from Sheila, the owner of Bay Books, the one bookstore in town, and the woman had terrible taste. Each novel she suggested to Cinnamon featured a rambling beach house and a summer to remember and four blond women from Maine. Cinnamon prefers more edge to her reading, not to mention some brown people. Give her a battle with cancer or a falsely accused death row inmate or a recovery memoir any day. Who knows what this says about her? The memoir she’s about to crack, Aurora’s Light, is one Cinnamon heard about on Good Morning America, and she knew she wanted to read it immediately. She runs her hand over the glossy cover, embossed type and a family picture lit with flames, which is rather on the nose but arresting nonetheless. She lifts the hardcover and smells the pages. There’s nothing better than the scent of new paper. Except maybe the smell of her grandmother—menthol cigarettes and cocoa butter—which comes to her sometimes like a whisper of a memory.

She pulls in another deep breath for the moment of truth, that first line of the book. She always knows whether she’ll be hooked by that first line.

The way the sun glinted over the broken glass in the alley made the shards look like a field of diamonds. As I lay there on the cold asphalt next to an overflowing dumpster, eye level with a rat caked in grease, those glittering specks made me wonder if I wanted to be dead after all.

All right, then—Cinnamon’s sold. She’s right there, lying on the cold asphalt with the author, Kincaid Hamilton. The memoir is about her escape from sex slavery after being sold by her mom at age seven. It’s one of those harrowing stories that reminds you, Hey, it could always be worse. A welcome perspective this afternoon.

Before she can get into the pages, a prickle crawls across her neck. That anxious feeling creeps back before it was ever really and truly gone. She can no more shake it off than her shadow. Get a hold of yourself, Cinnamon. She forces her eyes back into the book and starts reading out loud. She does this sometimes when she’s alone, all dramatic too, like she’s entertaining the geese who glide across the water unbothered.

That’s when she hears it. A muffled mewling as soft as the sound of her turning the pages. She stops reading to listen, but there’s nothing but a slight ripple of the breeze blowing through tree leaves. Then, just as she’s convinced herself she’d imagined the sound and starts reading again, it returns, louder this time, insistent and unmistakable.

Cinnamon stands so quickly the book tumbles out of her lap, the glossy cover scuffed by the gravel. She takes a few steps into the patch of leaves behind the bench and stops short. What’s in front of her makes about as much sense as a bird in her kitchen. She closes her eyes, again convinced she must be imagining this. But when she opens them, there’s no doubting what she sees, even though it’s no less confusing or shocking. Her brain works overtime to make sense of the scene. Looking up, with the brightest blue eyes she’s ever seen, is a newborn baby.
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