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To the real Nana. I think I miss your laugh the most. I hope you’re having a beer with Pop Pop. Love, 6-pack










PROLOGUE


We ran across town, holding hands and laughing as we darted through yards. The warm summer night was sticky, the humidity heavy on our skin. Neighbors shouted over the crickets and the owls, yelling for us to get home. It was well past dinnertime, but we’d made each other a promise that we wouldn’t stop until it was safe. What exactly safe meant was another story.


We didn’t exactly have a plan. Who does when you’re ten and running away from home? The idea had formed after we’d read From the Mixed-up Files of Mrs. Basil E. Frankweiler together at the library. We had packed the essentials, just like Claudia and Jamie from the book: clean underwear, our life savings of eighteen dollars and forty-seven cents, a change of clothes, and pajamas.


“I brought some LEGOs in case we get bored,” I told him, holding up a plastic bag filled with a few dozen random pieces.


The tips of his ears turned bright pink. “I brought, uh, some books. You know, in case of boredom.” He opened his backpack to reveal a small library inside.


“Some?” I teased, zipping it back up for him. “Come on, we’ve got to get moving.”


The streetlights flickered on one by one, almost as if they were following us, lighting the way for our families, who were by now surely trying to find us.


“Do you think Emma is mad we ducked out on her party? She hadn’t gotten to the presents yet, and you know how much she loves opening them with an audience,” he asked, rubbing the back of his neck nervously.


We’d skipped out on our friend Emma’s birthday party just after the cake had been served. It was the height of excitement, and no one except the birthday girl herself knew that we had scooted out the back door. But that was at least thirty minutes ago, and our dads would be at Emma’s to pick us up by now.


“I told her what we were doing. She was going to try to keep them distracted to give us more of a head start,” I explained.


“Was she mad?” he asked, wondering if our mutual best friend was upset that we were running away.


“Worried, I think. You know Emma.”


He nodded in agreement. Our friend was always looking out for us.


“I promised that we’d write to let her know once we arrived safely at your aunt’s house. Are you sure your aunt won’t tell your mom where we’re going?”


He nodded. “She hasn’t talked to my mom in years. They’re mad at each other for something.”


Adults!


Dogs barked, nipping at our heels as we climbed the fence that spilled into the small backyard behind my grandmother’s office.


She wouldn’t come out and yell. Not at us.


Glancing behind me to the large brick building that sat in the fading darkness, I saw her cheering me on from the back window. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but I had a feeling what it was.


Run. Or maybe: I love you. At the moment, they both meant the same thing.


If this had been any other day, she might have stopped me, talked some sense into me, as all grandmothers enjoyed doing. Maybe she—Dr. Bishop to everyone else, but Gigi to me and my friends—would have suggested that I stay with her as an alternative, either tucked away safely in her big sprawling house or even hidden away inside the doctor’s office where my dad was staying during the divorce. Anything instead of leaving me to listen to my parents’ constant fighting.


But not today. I think she hoped we would get away with our plan, given the circumstances. Not many people urged two ten-year-olds to run away, but Gigi suggested it without actually saying it. Better than anyone, she understood why I was desperate to leave.


I needed to leave, so that I could stay.


We scaled the last fence, leaving the majority of the small town behind. All that was beyond that was the railroad tracks and the woods.


Freedom.


But as I jumped down from the fence, a strangled cry spilled from my lips. With a thud, he hit the ground beside me, but just far enough away from the prickly branches that grew behind the fence.


The ones that I had landed right on top of.


“That looks really bad, Charlotte,” he said worriedly, glancing down at the two long gashes that had appeared on my leg. Bits of spiky branches poked out from the wound in my pale skin.


“It’s okay. I’ll be fine,” I bit out, wincing when I tried to stand. “We have to keep going.” I wiped a muddy hand through the blood that slid down my leg.


“Maybe Gigi should look at it? Clean it up?” he asked, glancing down at the blood squeamishly. “She’s right there. I just saw her looking through the window when we cut through the yard behind her office.” He looked from my leg to the direction of the building over the fence behind us.


“No, they’ll look for us there,” I explained, trying to blink back the tears that welled up.


We both turned to look behind us. We’d heard the loud voices at the same time.


“If you’re sure.”


“I am. Promise.”


He nodded. “I can tie a tourniquet,” he offered, looking surprisingly steady as he examined my leg. “It’s how I got my first-aid merit badge,” he said proudly.


“Always a Boy Scout.” I smiled, but it faded quickly when we saw the telltale sign of a flashlight beam signaling above the fence.


Waving him off, I felt guilty not letting him show me his skills, but we didn’t have time. I rolled back my shoulders, wincing again through the shooting pain. “I’ll take care of it once we get to the river,” I said, limping away.


The sound of voices was getting louder. Shouts from our parents, concerned neighbors, and the—


We both looked back at the fence worriedly at the sound of the police siren.


“How did they get Birdy here already?” I asked, hearing the static from the walkie-talkie.


“Your dad probably called him as soon as he found the note you left. Between him and my parents, there’s no way that they wouldn’t get Birdy, if not all the police, involved.”


I felt defeated, wishing I hadn’t left the note stuck with a magnet on my dad’s refrigerator. “I hoped we would have had more of a head start,” I explained, trying to keep the weight off my injured leg.


Seeing my struggle, he frowned. “Here, hop on,” he offered quickly, turning so his back was to me.


I looked at him, then down at me. I had a couple of inches and at least ten pounds on him. “I’m so much bigger than you! You can’t carry me!” I said, just as another shooting pain radiated through my leg.


“I can do it. Trust me, Charlotte,” he insisted. “We have to hurry.”


His sky-blue eyes shone with kindness and compassion, the sentiment that I knew in my heart was honest and real. That’s what best friends did—they helped when you needed it. And this might be our only chance of getting out of Hope Lake.


I hopped on, wrapping my arms around him. “Are you okay?”


In response, he gently squeezed my legs and took off as fast as he could toward the river, the chorus of voices fading behind us.


When we finally made it to the train tracks, he helped me slide down to sit on one of the large rocks that lay between the tracks and the river.


Our tracks. Our parents and the others searching for us wouldn’t know to look for us here. It was our secret spot. Sure, it was an odd place for a couple of kids to run away to, but in a small town you’re limited to where you can disappear.


That was the first lesson I remembered clearly from my decade in Hope Lake: you can’t keep many secrets; everyone knows everyone’s business.


We would escape here when my parents fought. Or if he was getting picked on at school. Anytime we needed a friend, we knew to head here. Because that’s what best friends did.


“Are you okay?” I asked, swiping the hem of my shirt across his sweaty forehead. He was breathing heavily and collapsed beside the rock I was sitting on.


He nodded, his dark hair slicked with sweat. “I can’t believe how hot it is,” he said, still panting.


It was unseasonably warm for the end of September. “It feels more like the middle of summer,” I groaned, wiping the sweat from my forehead.


School had barely started, which brought up another sad realization. “I won’t be here this winter.” I felt the tears well up. “No snow tubing or sledding through the woods. I won’t even get to be in the Christmas pageant this year.”


“That sucks. It’s our year to be Charlie Brown and Lucy,” he said, reminding me of the parts that we should be performing in this year’s play, A Charlie Brown Christmas.


“Your mom can’t just let you stay until June when school’s done?” he asked hopefully.


I shook my head. “She said her new job in New York starts next week. We have to get settled, so that’s why we’re leaving tomorrow.”


He hung his head, keeping his eyes down. “And she won’t let you stay with your dad?”


“He won’t be here. He’s going on a mission trip to Ghana for the next four months.” I couldn’t keep the tears from plopping onto my hands. “And before you ask, there’s no way she’ll let me stay with Gigi. I already asked. So did Gigi. It’s hopeless.”


“What about Emma? The Peronis would let you stay with them. They’d love it. Or, me. You can come stay with us!”


The hopefulness in his tone was heartbreaking. We had been best friends for as long as either of us could remember, walking into kindergarten holding hands and being virtually inseparable ever since.


He sighed, long and hard. “We should have brought food and water.” He rubbed his stomach. I heard it growl when he leaned over to check on my leg.


Blowing out a shaky breath, he looked up, worried. “You’ve got to clean this, Charlotte. It’s going to get infected. I knew we should have stopped at Gigi’s,” he mumbled.


I dug around in my pack for napkins or tissues but came up empty. Sliding off the rock, I hobbled over to the river to splash water on my leg. “It burns.” I watched the diluted blood slide down and color my white socks pink. “I don’t know if it’s supposed to sting like this.”


When I looked up, he was beside me, handing me a shirt from his backpack. “Use this.” His face was pulled tight, expressionless.


“No way,” I said, pushing the Transformers shirt back to him. “That’s your favorite.”


He shrugged, tipping his head back toward the rock I was on.


“It’s what best friends do.” With the shirt balled up in his hand, he bent down and soaked it in the river. Then, with careful hands, he blotted the white shirt against the cuts on my leg, careful not to rub too hard.


“I’m sorry,” he said with a sympathetic voice when I winced from the sting. I couldn’t imagine how sad he was using that shirt. He’d saved his own money to buy it from the mall in Barreton.


Now it was streaked with blood and dirt because of me.


It’s what best friends do. There was a sticker on the pole beside my makeshift seat that read BEST FRIENDS. We had put it there last year when we had coincidentally taken off from another birthday party. That time, it was mine. “I remember that,” I said, pointing up to it. Seeing the sticker brought back the drama my mother had caused at my tenth birthday party.


My father and Gigi had planned all of it: the invites, the food, securing the location and getting a copy of the movie The Goonies for all of us to enjoy. My mother’s only job was to get me a cake. It should have been simple, but she arrived late and forgot to pick it up. When she ran to the bakery to get it, she insisted someone else had bought it—with my name on it—which was unlikely.


My father drove me to Gigi’s with my presents, but the embarrassment was thick and heavy around me and I couldn’t enjoy anything. When we pulled up to her house, my friend was already there waiting. As if he knew that I would be upset and need to escape. We took off for our spot until the sounds of crickets told us it was time to go home.


This time, we were ignoring the crickets. We didn’t have a home for me to go back to.


I smiled up at the sticker, trying to shake off the overbearing sadness creeping in. The sticker looked as though it was brand-new. “I wonder if that sticker will look that good when I come back to visit.”


We both knew that running away wouldn’t work and that we would have to face the inevitable. But it was still worth a shot.


“Of course it will. You’ll be here next weekend,” he said, with his usual hopeful tone. “Your mom promised.”


“Of course,” I lied, hoping to spare him the pain that I was feeling. I didn’t know when I’d be back, but I was determined that it would be soon. I took out the Polaroid camera that was a gift from last year’s doomed party and snapped two pictures. One for each of us.


“What’s this for?”


“To help us remember the good times.” Even though I was leaving, I’d have people back here as an anchor.


We looked at each other as best we could under the darkening sky. “This place won’t be the same without you, Charlotte,” he said, taking my hand in his.


My belly erupted in flutters. My usual defense mechanism was humor, so I went that route, tamping down the nervous energy that I started to get when he looked at me. “Quite literally.” I laughed, pointing over his shoulder.


“They will be building houses over there soon,” he said, nodding his head toward a sign that was stuck in the wet ground. It read FUTURE SITE OF THE LOVE LANE COMMUNITY. The sign sat on the edge of a steep embankment that would be the location of a new housing development. All the houses would look over the rest of the town below, and a massive yellow dump truck was already parked there for when construction started.


“It’s a silly name, isn’t it?” I scoffed. “Love Lane.”


He shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess it’s nice, you know, if you like someone.”


My eyes swung to him, wide and curious. “What are you saying?”


“Nothing, nothing. I’m just saying it’s not that bad,” he mumbled, kicking the dirt. “It’s sad that people are going to be so close to this spot, though. It won’t be a secret anymore.” He looked up, and my heart plummeted when I saw the tears in his eyes. “This was supposed to be just for us.”


I nodded, holding back my own tears. “My dad said they’re not building up this far, but it’s only a matter of time before someone does,” I said, patting him on the knee.


“I’m going to miss this place.” I stared up at the chipped white railroad-crossing sign, my hand resting on the BEST FRIENDS sticker.


“Aren’t you going to miss anything else?” he asked, sitting beside me and stretching his legs out. Side by side the size difference between us was comical. His legs were bony, pale, and shorter than mine. My father said I’d had a growth spurt and that eventually he would have one, too, but there was also the chance that he was going to be slight in stature like his mom and not built broadly like his father, who was practically a giant.


It wasn’t just our height, though, that made us appear so different in age. He still looked like a little boy, whereas I—much to my dad’s dismay—was moving solidly toward preteenville. Doctor or not, my dad was jarred by the fact that his baby girl needed a training bra. My hair was growing faster, becoming more wayward with its curls, and my skin was starting to get the telltale signs that acne was going to be starting soon. Hormones were awful.


The only real similarity between us was the road map of scars, scabs, and black-and-blue marks that marred both of our limbs. It was thanks to hours of horseplay outside with friends. Friends I wouldn’t see every day anymore.


“Charlotte?” he said, bumping my leg with his.


“Oh, sorry, I was thinking. What did you ask?”


He sighed. “I asked if you were going to miss anything else.”


I smiled sadly. “I’ll miss my dad most of all. Three hours is a long way away to visit me, and he’s already so busy.”


“Are you going to miss anybody else? Teachers, classmates …” He paused, shrugging his shoulder. “Friends?” In hindsight, I should have realized what he was referring to.


Friends.


Him.


“I’m afraid.”


“Of leaving? New York is so cool! And you’re going to be so close to the city. Just a train ride away! We went with Cooper and his parents. There are shows on Broadway that you’ll love and the park has a zoo!”


I smiled weakly. “I know that. Dad mentioned it when he was trying to cheer me up.”


I sniffed, wiping my tears away with my shirt. “I’m worried everyone’s going to forget about me.”


A lump in my throat prevented me from continuing.


Taking my hand, he held it gently between his. “I’ll remember you, Charlotte.”


“I think I see them!” someone shouted from behind us.


He looked at me; the look of sadness and heartbreak that must have mirrored my own was written over his face. We lunged at each other at the same time, and I held him in the tightest hug I could muster up.


My tears plopped onto his shoulder, and I felt a wall, brick by brick, form around my heart. Protecting it from the hurt that I was feeling. This wasn’t a pain I ever wanted to feel again. I wouldn’t allow it.


What I didn’t realize was that by shutting out the pain of leaving him, I pushed him away completely. And I wouldn’t know what I was missing until I returned to Hope Lake.
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The bus rolled to a stop. A blinking yellow light hung over a pair of rickety train tracks. They looked defunct with the chipped white safety bars remaining at attention on the rusted metal poles. Squinting through the darkness, I spied a large green sign next to it. It swung back and forth in the May breeze.


HOPE LAKE


25 MILES


It was barely legible in the dense fog. It’s what happened in valleys like this—the fog would blanket the town until the sun burned it away. Everything settles in Hope Lake. The weather, the people. My mother’s voice echoed in my head. Remember that, Charlotte. Don’t go back, it sucks people in.


I remembered her words wearily, rolling out my neck. Every inch of me was stiff, cramped from the fabric seat and the stale bus air. It didn’t help that I was wedged against the window thanks to the mountain-size guy in my neighboring seat. His long legs were outstretched into the darkened aisle, perfect for tripping an unsuspecting person on his or her way to the onboard restroom. He was snoring away, oblivious to the fact that he kept half the bus awake with the sound. It only added to my sour mood.


The ride should have been a couple of bumpy hours by bus to my destination, a sleepy Pennsylvania town in the middle of nowhere. But with weekend traffic, roadwork, and a dozen drop-off stops that I didn’t realize were a part of the route when I bought the one-way ticket, it had taken almost five and a half hours, and it still wasn’t over.


“I’ll never complain about the subway again,” I groaned, shifting side to side, hoping to jar the lumbering snorer, and my rear end, awake.


The bus rumbled along in the darkness, eating up the last five miles slowly. The snorer jolted awake when the driver sounded the booming horn as we finally pulled into the tiny bus station in a town called Mount Hazel. I wasn’t back yet, but this was as close as I could swing relying on public transportation this late at night.


I descended the bus stairs, my purse and carry-on bag slung over my shoulder, and looked around. Everything seemed nice enough, at least in the transition between night and the wee morning hours. A small, clean bus shelter sat near the street, free of graffiti. The rental car place behind it looked freshly painted and well-kept. The only noticeable problem was that it was closed. Wasn’t everything open twenty-four hours like it was in New York? As the last passenger disembarked from the bus and got into an awaiting car, I realized I didn’t have many options to get those last couple of miles to Hope Lake.


“Ma’am, are you expecting a ride?” the kindly bus driver asked, scratching his well-past-five-o’clock shadow with his meaty hand. “I can wait a bit so you’re not alone with, uh, everything.”


He peered around me to the semi-pitiful stack of suitcases that I had begged and borrowed from people with the promise of returning them as soon as I could. The ragtag bunch contained most of my worldly possessions. He had removed them from the built-in bus storage and neatly propped them against the side of the small, darkened depot.


It may not have seemed like a lot when my roommate, Parker, and I were packing up the necessities, but now seeing it in two piles with no way of getting it to where I was going, it appeared mountainous.


I smiled. “I did have a rental car, but clearly that’s not happening.” I waved back to the closed Enterprise booth. “I didn’t realize they weren’t open twenty-four hours like they are at home.”


“No, ma’am, not here. Most stuff closes about five or six in the evening.”


“It wouldn’t have mattered. Sign said they closed hours ago,” I admitted sheepishly, checking my watch. It was just after four in the morning.


He looked at me disbelievingly. “So no one is coming? Are you from Mount Hazel?”


I shook my head wearily. “I’m headed to Hope Lake.”


Realization dawned on him. “Is there someone I can call for you? I don’t want to leave you here by yourself.”


He yawned, and a nugget of guilt wedged itself in my stomach. This guy didn’t have it any easier than I did with the traffic and delays. He was just as tired, or more. “I’ll figure it out. Thanks, though.”


The driver looked uncertain. I didn’t know if there was some unwritten code that would prevent him from leaving a passenger alone. “If you’re sure,” he said finally, looking around the empty lot. The side with the rental cars was filled. I wondered which would have been mine.


“I’m just going to sit tight until the Enterprise people come,” I said, glancing at the hours on the glass door. “They should open at eight o’clock, so it’s not too bad.”


The only things surrounding me were the sound of crickets, a couple of hooting owls, and a suspicious-looking three-legged cat with a Mohawk that was wandering around the parking lot.


“Maybe you could call someone for a ride?” he suggested, seemingly unconvinced with my willingness to just sit under the streetlight. “Those fancy-app drivers are just starting to come around here.”


“Really, I’m okay,” I insisted, not wanting to add anything else to my nearly maxed-out credit card. The rental car was prepaid without a refund. “I have a book right here …” I paused, pulling out a tattered print copy of The Alchemist that I’d borrowed from the Brooklyn Public Library. A hefty charge would be waiting for me by the time I got to return it. “I’ll be fine. Promise.”


Nodding, he reluctantly walked to the far end of the lot. His black pickup truck sat under a flickering lamppost that was teeming with some sort of large moth.


I tried giving him the most reassuring smile I could when he tooted the horn and pulled onto the quiet, deserted road. I didn’t falter in my decision to sit it out until I heard the damn owl hooting again.


The outdoors and I were not copacetic. It was warm and sticky, and it wasn’t even summer yet. My skin tingled thinking about the insects. I wasn’t a Girl Scout. I needed AC and a glass of wine. Can I make it back to New York before the end of August?


Clearly, I didn’t think this plan through.


I swallowed thickly. Do I even have a plan?


Sort of!


I pulled out my phone and dialed Parker. She’d be up now readying for work.


“Shouldn’t you be asleep?” she mumbled through a yawn.


“Are you working?” I sunk down onto one of the suitcases.


“Yep, just slid two cakes into the oven. On track for a banner day.”


Parker owned a boutique bakery called Delicious and Vicious. Her cakes were traditionally flavored with not-so-traditional messages and theming to go along with them. Her business had boomed a couple of months back after being featured on the Food Network.


“I need you to keep me company for the next few hours,” I explained, curling my legs under me. “A plan would have been smart.”


“No shit.”


“Shut up, I just meant that the car rental place is closed.”


She sighed into the phone. “Get an Uber, Charlotte. Or better, call your dad.” She punctuated each word with a short pause. It was an argument we’d had for the past few days. I didn’t want to let him, or anyone in Hope Lake, know that I was coming.


“Obviously, you’re going to have to see him, and explain things, eventually. You know, like when you show up on his doorstep and say, ‘Oh, hey, Dad, I’m home—’ ”


I interrupted. “Here.”


“What?”


“I’m here, not home. Home is where you are. Here is not home. This is a bump in the road. A sad little pit stop in my life. Nothing more, and certainly not home.”


She huffed. “One thing is for certain.”


“What?”


“You’re not going to be writing the Hope Lake tourist advertisements,” she barked, laughing as she repeated, “ ‘Sad little pit stop.’ ”


“I’m serious. I can’t let this, whatever, distract me and make me lose focus of the end goal. Getting back to New York.” I paused, feeling a sense of unease wash over me. “To civilization,” I finished.


“Whatever it is, a pit stop, a roadblock, or the start of something new, you can’t just sit on the side of a highway alone in the middle of the night. It’s like a Stephen King novel. Or better yet, an M. Night Shyamalan movie. He’s from Pennsylvania, right? I’d be worried sick.”


“You’re enjoying my imminent demise a little too much, thanks,” I lamented. “Wait a minute, the ‘start of something new’? You’re either living in a Hallmark Channel movie or High School Musical, Parks.”


She sighed, no doubt dreaming about Zac Efron. “Whatever, send me your exact location so if you go missing, I can have a lead to give to the hot country detective who’ll want to question me about your disappearance.”


“This isn’t the country exactly,” I corrected. “It’s just not the city.” I put the phone on speaker so I could share my location with her via text.


“Brilliant explanation, Sherlock. You know that anything outside of New York is the country to me. Okay, I’m sending you an Uber now. You’re limited out there in the sticks on what type of vehicle will come pick you up, so hopefully whatever comes fits all your crap.”


I sighed. “You don’t have to do that, Parker. That’s not why I called you.”


There was a long pause. I could hear pots and pans clinking and clanking in her kitchen.


“I know it’s not.” I hated the thought of my recently not-so-broke friend sending her super-broke friend a charity Uber.


Then, something howled. It was coming from the thick wooded area next to me. Are those eyes in the darkness?


Okay, maybe I didn’t hate the charity Uber that much. I wasn’t going to last five minutes out here. This didn’t exactly bode well for my being stuck in Hope Lake for the foreseeable future.


“I’ll pay you back,” I insisted, knowing that it would be a bit before I could. Things were tight. It helped that I was saving on not having to rent a place when I got to Hope Lake.


Parker grumbled. “Unnecessary. This is me helping you after you helped me manage everything after the coverage from the Food Network. Now, if you just took the job I offered you, you would still be here with me, in New York, instead of leaving me here all alone.” She sighed longingly. “Now I have to let my idiot brother’s idiot friend move in.”


Even with all the press, she had thankfully stayed the same witty, generous best friend I had for the past twenty years. Even if it meant offering her untalented-in-the-kitchen best friend a job.


“I’m sorry about that, but we both know my working as your assistant would have been disastrous. I burned water and destroyed your favorite caramel pot. With my luck, my first day on the job would involve my burning down the entire place instead of a small stove fire. No, thanks.”


Parker laughed just as a car drove past. Not the Uber.


“I didn’t think it was possible to be that bad at boiling, but, surprise, it was. I’m sure the fire department is still telling that story.”


I pinched up my face, not that she could see me. “In my defense, I forgot about the stove because my phone rang and I got tied up.”


“Fair enough, I know that was the last phone call you were hoping to get,” she said kindly, having been there to witness my pathetic mood after I got the bad news.


The caller was the head of HR at the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, After almost three months of trying to find something new, I officially gave up the search in New York after my last job prospect didn’t work out. Sure, I could have gotten a job almost anywhere else, but I wanted a job in my field. Wasn’t that why I was still paying off my student loans? The position at the BBG wasn’t exactly what I had hoped for, but it was close enough and I would have been happy. Plus, there was the idea that the change of scenery would have been a good move for me. Getting out of the flower shop and into more of a business role with greater responsibilities and a chance to move up would have been worth it.


It was just after they courtesy-called to say they went with another candidate with more community-engagement experience that I decided to head back to Hope Lake with my tail between my legs. There were options, of course.


Sure, I could have found a way to stay—cater-waitering, something soul sucking in Times Square, tour guide on the Gray Line tourist buses—but how long would that have lasted before the boredom crept in? I was in debt, desperate, and after a come-to-Jesus conversation with Parker about my options, Hope Lake seemed like the best, well, hope to get my life back on track.


Plus, I figured that if I ducked out of the city for a couple of months, the gossip that my former boss Gabrielle had started about me would die down and I wouldn’t be shunned in the floral world any longer.


“Hey, not to beat a dead horse, but has there been any more Gabby gossip floating around?”


Parker sucked in a breath. “Do you want me to be honest?”


My stomach dropped. I thought it would get better if I left. “No, but yes,” I responded, nibbling away at my thumbnail.


“She said you were trying to steal clients from her and that some of the accounting was off. Which we know is a lie, but it’s added to people not wanting to hire you because they think you’re shady. I’m really sorry, Charlotte. It’s my fault that she’s going after you.”


The worry latched onto my heart and squeezed. If this kept up, August wouldn’t be enough time for the damage to fade away.


“No, it’s not. She was always looking for a reason to give me the boot. The cupcake incident just added to it.”


“Still, I’m sorry. I should have done my due diligence with that order. I knew they were for her, but it was just so busy that day—I let the assistants handle that one and never checked what the message was.”


Parker’s bakery, known for its brutally worded messages, had delivered a dozen cupcakes to Gabby. They were ordered by her philandering husband.


“It’s not your fault that her husband was cheating,” I told her.


“With her sister.”


“Still, where he dips his nib isn’t your fault. Or mine for that matter.”


“No, it’s not, but if it wasn’t for his message on my signature Bananas Foster cupcakes, she wouldn’t have taken it out on you.”


I snorted. “Maybe not, but it is what it is. I can’t keep losing sleep over it. Besides, I’m here now, and maybe she’ll find someone new to torture.”


“You’re so positive! This trip is working already.”


I tried to focus on that sentiment. “It’ll be good for me to help my dad with Gigi. She’s getting older, and although he won’t admit it, I know he could use the help. And let’s be honest, I’ve been a pretty lousy granddaughter when it comes to visiting her.”


As in not coming back to visit in—checked watch—twenty-one years …


“Yeah, but they loved coming to visit you in between all of your dad’s incredible service trips. It’s not like you haven’t seen them often,” she insisted, knowing how much I loved having both my dad and Gigi come to visit me in New York. “Remember how much fun Gigi has here?”


I nodded into the darkness. The rumble of an engine drew my attention. “I think the Uber is here.”


Sure enough, a large diesel-engine truck pulled into the lot, headlights streaming across the cracked pavement. The driver was shrouded in the darkness of the vehicle. He didn’t look like he was going to come out and help me with my bags. What a gentleman.


“Don’t hang up. Keep me in your pocket until you’re delivered to your dad’s doorstep!” Parker insisted.


“It’s like I’m a pizza.” I laughed. I stood, slipping the phone into my shorts pocket.


Pulling up the first suitcase, I tipped my chin up toward the truck bed. “Can I put everything back there?” I shouted through the partially open window.


As I asked, he picked up his cell phone. The brightness of the screen highlighted his face. Thankfully, he didn’t look like a serial killer.


Neither did Ted Bundy.


Waving me back, he started yelling into his cell.


“Great, this will be a fine addition to the trip from hell,” I mumbled. Then the first raindrop plopped onto my forehead.


I hurried as best I could with flip-flops on, running back and forth to lug the suitcases. I did a pretty good job, considering some didn’t have working wheels. The truck bed was thankfully empty, and had one of those covers over the top in case of rain.


Just my luck, by the time I slid the last suitcase inside, the skies opened up in a light summer rain. At least my things didn’t get soaked.





THE RIDE WAS painfully quiet. The driver didn’t mutter a single word to me except for “Sit on the plastic bag in the back,” when he saw that I was wet. Parker was still listening quietly in my pocket. This was the perfect setup for a murderous tale. After all, I was in the middle of nowheresville, in a truck that barely functioned, with a man I didn’t know. I pulled out my phone and was texting Parker from the small back seat he’d wedged me into, the plastic sheet crinkling under my butt.




ME: If I die, I’m going to be so pissed.


PARKS AND REC: You won’t be anything but dead. I, on the other hand, will be super pissed. Don’t haunt me either. That’ll just piss me off more.


ME: This is absurd.





Thankfully, a WELCOME TO HOPE LAKE sign welcomed us about a half hour later. It was slightly faded and weather-chipped around the edges. It hung crookedly on a tall wooden pillar at the edge of town. Like the town it would soon welcome me to, it had seen better days.


Stop being so negative, Charlotte.


I tamped down the snarky response but only for a second. A streetlamp above the sign flickered to life, highlighting something I’d missed on the first pass. What was more depressing than the beat-up sign was the small oval plaque attached to its bottom.


POP: 9,723


Nine thousand seven hundred and twenty-three. Total.


My street in Brooklyn had more people than that.


As we drove into town, the sun was trying to color the sky pink after the rainfall. Even though I was exhausted, miserable, and soaking wet, I could admit that it was a stunning landscape: something I wasn’t used to seeing over the concrete jungle around my apartment. The tree-lined horizon was a sight to behold as we took the last hill over another pair of unused tracks that led into the Carey Mountains.


The beautiful scenery wasn’t the only thing that I was examining. Google Maps was providing me with a clear path to follow …




	To make sure he was actually taking me back to Hope Lake. He is.



	To see if anything at all looked familiar. It doesn’t.






How could that be? How much could change in a place in two decades? Probably not much, I wagered.




ME: I have to admit something weird.


PARKS AND REC: Oh boy. Do I need wine? It’s a little early—even for me.


ME: No, ass. I was just going to say that this place doesn’t look familiar. Like, at all.


PARKS AND REC: Nothing? Not even your dad’s place?


ME: Just got into town. Haven’t gotten there yet.





“Are you sure this is Hope Lake?” I looked skeptically out the dirty window. “I mean, there isn’t another one, right?” We had just ventured into what appeared to be a newer residential area, with rows of beautifully maintained townhomes. Another sign appeared just after that development that said we were heading toward the historical section of town. When did that happen?


The driver snorted. “This is it. The one and only Hope Lake. Listen, the request just said to bring you here, there wasn’t a real address plugged in. Unless One-Two-Three Anywhere Street, Hope Lake, actually exists.”


Oh, Parker. “It’s Dr. Bishop’s place on Main Street,” I explained. “One-Forty-Five, please.”


Nodding, he made a sharp U-turn next to an entrance to the school campus. It looked like that hadn’t changed much. At least not from what I remembered. I was at the elementary school for only a couple of years before we moved.


As the sun cut through the trees, I found myself leaning against the window, amazed at the town’s welcoming appearance. “Are you sure this is Hope Lake?” I asked again, disbelievingly.


“Lady, are you high?”


I scoffed. “No, I’m just trying to figure out why nothing looks familiar. Or dilapidated.”


“When was the last time you were here?”


“A long time ago,” I said flatly. My eyes were seeing the well-kept buildings, the newly planted flowers, and the maintained yards. New sidewalks lined the streets, and businesses looked ready to open instead of being shuttered. No matter how much I stared, my brain wasn’t processing it. Whether it was from lack of sleep or just disbelief, I wasn’t sure, but I’d be finding out soon enough.


“A lot has changed. Especially in the past year and a half with the new mayor,” the driver said.


He turned onto Main Street. Just like every other part of town we’d driven through, nothing looked familiar.




ME: Just pulling up now.


ME: Parks, I lived here for the first ten years of my life.


ME: Nothing looks the same.


ME: Not even the house.





The two-story, brick-front home looked like it had just been cleaned up. The black shutters appeared newly painted. The landscaping boasted beautiful hydrangea bushes, a pair of holly shrubs, and a rhododendron. At each of the lower windows hung sturdy black flower boxes that exploded with gorgeous chartreuse potato vines, blue lobelia, red dracaena, and yellow million bells.


It made me wonder if there was a florist in town who needed some help from a disgraced and blacklisted flower junkie and event planner. Not that they need to know that I am disgraced. I could be anything that I wanted to be here. My lousy history didn’t have to follow me back. I could be successful, revered, impressive. An admired astronaut or lauded lawyer or even a talented teacher.


I laughed to myself. Or someone who loved alliteration way too much.


As I stared up at the house, Parker’s words from earlier played in my head on repeat before I hung up. Start of something new …


Whatever this trip to Hope Lake turned out to be, one thing stayed the same: I had to make the most of it.


Entering the house was a good place to start. And yet …


My grandmother, whom I had always called Gigi, loved her bright-red office door. She felt that it welcomed everyone into the practice. It did have an addition to it, though: a large bicycle wheel covered in white anemones, hanging from the front door like a wreath. It definitely wasn’t something I would ever think Gigi would pick out, but there it was. It seemed that my dad left the door the same when he took over.


As my eyes scanned the building, the sun winked against the familiar brass plaque just to the left of the front door. My chest warmed seeing that it still read THE DOCTORS BISHOP: DR. IMOGEN BISHOP & DR. ANDREW BISHOP. I wondered why they didn’t take the sign down to reflect Gigi’s retirement.


As I contemplated my next move, my phone buzzed with a response text from Parker.




PARKS AND REC: It’s been years, C. I’m sure a lot has changed. P.S. Glad you’re not dead.


ME: Yet we don’t know how my dad will react.


PARKS AND REC: Oh, please.


PARKS AND REC: I’ll probably hear his joyful crying from here.


PARKS AND REC: Call me after a nap.


PARKS AND REC: Love you.


ME: You too.





“Lady.”


Startled, I jumped. “Sorry, what?” I’d been so zoned out I had forgotten all about him.


“Are you going to get out or just sit here staring at the building?” the driver asked, turning around with an annoyed expression. “I got another call back in Mount Hazel.”


I shook my head to clear it. “Sorry about that. I feel like I’m lost. I mean I was lost in thought.” I stopped myself. This guy couldn’t care less about my life story.


Stuffing my phone into my purse, I slid out of the truck, the plastic bag I was sitting on stuck to my butt. I sighed, mentally measuring the distance between the sidewalk and the porch with ten steep steps leading up to the front door.


Just like before, the driver didn’t offer any help with my luggage, instead choosing to play Candy Crush on his phone. By the time I got to the last suitcase, I’d added his rudeness to the list of why I already hated it here.


After he’d pulled away, I sat on the top step, leaning against the pile of what made up my life. The town hadn’t quite opened up yet. There was a startling difference between the little shops of Hope Lake and those on my street in Brooklyn. There were no pull-down cages to cover the front doors. From my vantage point, it didn’t look like the doors were deadbolted or hardwired with a security system.


Across the street there was a grouping of small businesses, not a chain store in sight, which was refreshing. A tiny bookstore, a small café that looked like it sold coffee and ice cream. I made a mental note to visit that one later.


As I glanced around the office’s small porch, I noted that all the store signage was bright, cheerful, and free of cracks or chips, at least from where I was standing. Maybe it was an odd thing to focus on, but when you expect the place to resemble something out of a dystopian novel, you tend to pick up the small and odd details.


The one thing that was similar to New York was that the birds were loud, chirping away on the tree-lined streets surrounding the office/house where I’d be living for the next however many months.


Months.


I had a lot of unanswered questions. The living arrangement had been on the top of the list. Something about the unusual burst of flowers outside the office made me think, Maybe Dad has a girlfriend. It wasn’t something that we ever brought up. My parents’ personal lives after their contentious divorce was a no-fly zone that all of us respected. Right up until my mother’s death, I had no idea if she was seeing someone. It was something that neither parent ever brought up with me around.


If my father did have someone staying here with him, I wasn’t about to cramp their style by staying in the house.


Where am I going to go?


Know what would help?


A plan.


I ignored my darkening thoughts and stood up to stretch. There was a police car circling the roundabout that surrounded the town square. As the sun brightened the sky, burning off any remnants of the rain and fog, I found myself unable to focus on anything but one word.


Sleep.


That was the goal, at least. Except the policeman slowed his cruiser in front of the building, quickly flashing his lights for a moment, almost as if it was accidental. Or as if he thought I was a hardened criminal who had just robbed the place and decided to take in the sunrise with my stolen goods.


“Can I help you, miss? The doc doesn’t open until eight,” he said through the opened passenger window. He shifted, glancing around me to see the suitcases. “Ma’am?”


I didn’t want to shout, given that one of the ground-floor office windows was open. Descending the front stairs, I smiled at him, remembering him, sort of. He looked the same as he’d been back when I was ten, still pudgy around the middle, but his once-black hair was heavily salted at the temples now.


“Do you remember me, Officer Birdy?” I asked, smiling. I tried remembering the last time I had seen him. At school? Maybe at the house during one of my parents’ riotous fights? That wasn’t it. There was a memory scratching at the surface that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


He tapped the badge on his chest. “It’s Chief Birdy now,” he said proudly, his whiskery mustache still curled up at the edges when he smiled. “And you?” He paused to take a good look at me.


Twenty-one years later and I still had the same curly reddish-brown hair that never seemed to do what I wanted. At least with it shoulder-length, the waywardness didn’t appear so unintentional. Though I did still look a lot like Little Orphan Annie.


I smirked as my identity dawned on him. “My goodness, I dare say you’re Doc Bishop’s little Charlotte. I’d recognize you anywhere.”


His little Charlotte.


I guess that’s how people here remembered me. The only child of the prominent small-town doctor and his always-wandering ex-wife. I would forever be “little Charlotte,” regardless of my age.


Birdy slapped the steering wheel excitedly. “What brings you home?”


This is not my home. I swallowed the first answer that popped up, instead blurting out, “Just visiting!” I hoped it sounded genuine, but judging by the look on his face, I’d failed.


Word traveled fast in a town like this, and soon, people would be waking up to the breaking news of the day.


Charlotte Bishop has returned to Hope Lake.


It sounded like the opening line of a mystery novel.


Would my reappearance make the front page of the small-town paper? From what Gigi and my dad have told me, Birdy had a tendency of treating town gossip like it was a campy eighties television drama. The more salacious, the better.


Would people park themselves outside my father’s office trying to sneak a peek at the girl who had never returned? So much for blending in and not drawing attention to myself.


Birdy widened his eyes. “How did you get here? Do you have a car? Does your pop know you’re here?”


Was he interrogating me?


Why did my first official conversation with someone in town have to be with a cop who noticed everything?


Because you have no plan.


“Whoa, okay. Slow down,” I said. “I haven’t slept in a while. Bus to Mount Hazel. No. Uber to here. Not yet.”


He was on a roll. “Why didn’t your dad let us know you’re coming?”


“Us?” I asked, wondering exactly whom he was referring to.


He laughed, jolly, like a small-town Santa. “Us is everyone! The town. Why didn’t he let the town know you were coming? We could have done something special.”


Like what? A parade? I thought, trying to keep myself from laughing at the notion. I would have to practice my wave. Elbow, elbow, wrist, wrist.


“How long are you staying? Those are a lot of suitcases.”


What’s with all these questions?


I held up a hand. “Honestly, I can’t keep up. I’m storing some stuff here since there’s no room in New York. Where I live. Home is New York, but, you know, New York apartments are shoeboxes and all. No, I’m not staying. He doesn’t know I’m here. Surprise.” I laughed awkwardly, realizing I’d said New York three times in twelve seconds.


Am I trying to convince him or myself that I’m not living here more than the next couple of months?


I turned to wave my arm toward the suitcases behind me to reiterate that I was just storing things temporarily, but my arm, and purse, swung out … and made contact with someone.


Turning, I saw that I had hit a well-built man around my age, give or take a year. He was lying on the ground, with one of his hands cupping his nose. Thank God, no blood was spouting out, but judging by how tightly his eyes were squeezed closed, I must have really done a number on him.


“Oh my God!” I shouted, kneeling beside him on the damp sidewalk. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you. You’re so quiet for being so big!” My hand throbbed from where it had connected with the man’s face, but it was nothing compared to what he must be feeling. I supposed that I knocked the wind out of him because he wasn’t answering. He just kept squeezing his nose and moaning. He was lying on his back, looking a bit dazed when he finally opened his eyes. They were a beautiful shade of blue, like the clear sky that appeared right after a summer storm. There was something so comforting about them.


When I stepped forward to help him up, he was just about to roll over.


I stumbled, my foot connecting with his lower half. He howled in pain this time, a sound far worse than when I hit his nose. He rolled away from me, with his legs curled up to his chest, maybe to help him breathe through the pain.


The man now lay in a small puddle, but it didn’t seem to bother him. He wasn’t crying, but there was a shallow, whimpering noise coming out of his mouth that made it quite clear how badly I hurt him. He was breathing deeply—deep breath in and then a cleansing breath out. I found myself mirroring it in the hope of calming down.


“Birdy, help!”


Birdy was out of the cruiser in a moment and kneeling beside the injured party, whispering to him.


“Oh my God. I’m so sorry!” I apologized again frantically.


I bent down to help him and gently touched his sweaty shoulder. His once-light-gray shirt was soaked through from either the earlier rain, sweat, or both. He was facing away from me, angled toward the office stairs that I so desperately wanted to run up so I could disappear behind the door and hide.


“I’m so sorry,” I said. He whimpered again, sounding a bit like the animals I had encountered at the bus stop. “I’m here less than an hour and I’m wreaking havoc. Do you need ice? A warm towel? Flowers? I don’t know what to do for this type of ailment!”


Great! My bright idea is to offer him a bouquet for the pain.


The exhaustion was getting to me. I felt a sense of delirium mixed with embarrassment and a nice heaping spoonful of guilt. The perfect blend of why I didn’t want to come back here in the first place.


“Should I get my dad?” I asked Birdy, not knowing how to care for a stranger who had been both knocked down and unintentionally kicked in the balls. “I mean he’s a doctor and can, I don’t know, help with manly business problems?”


Oh my God. Stop talking!


“Henry, son. Is everything okay?” Birdy asked, gripping the man’s shoulder. “You know, down there?”


I snorted.


Glancing up at me, Birdy scowled lightly. “It’s not funny. You’ve hit a man in the worst possible place.”


I grimaced. “I think I broke his nose, too.”


Birdy looked scandalized, but also a touch eager. “Well, you’re certainly bringing the excitement on your first day!”


My hand flew to my chest. “Oh, no, no, no!” I rambled, knowing that gossip-loving Birdy was probably salivating over sharing this news. “No one needs to know about this.” The last thing I needed, or wanted, was a slew of attention on day number one.


Nodding faintly, he still had a glint of mischief in his eye, and I had a feeling the town would know about this by lunchtime. Birdy turned back to the man he’d called Henry. “Are you okay, son? Need Doc Bishop?”


Henry shook his head slightly, whispering something that I couldn’t hear. I hoped it wasn’t “Arrest her for assault”—that would have been the icing on this already lousy cake.


“Charlotte,” Birdy said, and I felt the man’s body stiffen under my hand. I hadn’t even realized I’d kept it there. “He said he’s fine. Son, are you sure? The doc is right there.”


He nodded again but made no motion to sit up. I pulled my hand away briefly, and he exhaled loudly as if he was relieved that I’d moved it.


“I’m so sorry, Henry,” I apologized again, his name feeling strange in my mouth. “Do we know each other?” I asked, his chest seizing up again.


“Charlotte, maybe you should go ahead inside, give ol’ Henry here a little bit of room to pull himself together a bit,” Birdy said, patting ol’ Henry on the shoulder.


I shifted away from them and stood. Staring down at him, I could see that he was very well-built, clearly a runner, but I knew he must do more than that. Football? Was there a sport where you needed to be even beefier than that? Something where you tore trees from their roots and tossed them?


Even with Henry semi curled up I could tell that he was very tall. He probably had at least a foot on me, if not more. The gray shirt he wore was tightly wrapped around his biceps, just as it had been stretched across his chest. His shorts hit a spot on his legs that highlighted calves that looked like he had sewn a softball into each. I admired him for a beat.


On a scale of one to ten, what are the chances of hooking up with a guy after you hit him in the business?


Probably slim to none, with slim out of town.


“Okay, well,” I began, and part of me was talking to myself but I was also talking to Birdy, and Henry on the ground, too. “Like I said, I’m sorry. If you want to come in and see the doctor, I can, you know, put in a good word.” I laughed. It was lame and I knew it, but this whole situation was awkward as hell.


“Thanks, Offi— Sorry, Chief Birdy.”


He nodded to me before bending down to help Henry up. When Henry finally stood, he turned away from me with his shoulders hunched. I guess I really did do a number on him.


Chief Birdy opened the car door for him, and he collapsed inside, his head against the seat. He never glanced my way, and part of me was glad. The other part was disappointed that this was another lousy first impression. I watched them drive off.


I was at the top of the stairs about to ring the doorbell when it swung open, my father looking surprised, elated, confused, and concerned all at once.


“Charlotte!” he shouted, pulling me into a crippling hug. “I was having coffee with Reese, and I swore I heard your voice. What’s all this?”


Reese. So, there was a girlfriend. Now what?


“Surprise! I’m here for a … bit?”
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