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For my husband, Christopher, who makes me feel like the luckiest girl in the world every day






Prologue

The first time the Breaux sisters played the lottery, they were eating dinner at Theo’s, a no-frills seafood restaurant downtown. Lexi loved this place, with its weathered barstools, equally weathered crowd, and the familiar scent of fried hush puppies wafting through the air. The six o’clock news was playing on the grainy television screen above them. As Lexi and her sisters ate at the bar, feet dangling from the stools, Wynn Kernstone, the young local reporter with a thick head of blond hair, chiseled jawline, and tailored blue suit, was talking about that night’s jackpot.

“You have a better chance of being hit by lightning, becoming an astronaut, or giving birth to identical quadruplets than winning tonight’s record-breaking four-hundred-and-five-million-dollar jackpot.” He flashed a brilliantly white smile. “But hey, someone’s gotta win, right?”

“What would you do if you won?” Her sister Hanna posed the question with a wink, popping a fried pickle into her mouth.

Lexi pondered it for a second. “I’d go shopping.” She paused. “Maybe Rodeo Drive or Fifth Avenue.” She envisioned herself buying the designer outfits that only celebrities wore—the kind she saw in the pages of Us Weekly and People magazines. Lexi loved fashion, but there was only so much she could do with discount store finds. “And I’d open a dog sanctuary.”

She always imagined a large property with several acres of lush green grass where rescue dogs could run happy and free. Her heart broke as she volunteered week after week at the shelter, giving the scruffy pups a shampoo and groom. It felt good giving them some love—and a better shot at getting adopted with their fresh coats—but she wished she could do more.

“Clothes and puppies… cute,” Callie said with a dry laugh. Lexi rolled her eyes and smiled. Her older sister was more a serious, intellectual type. Callie leaned forward. “Okay, here’s what I would do. I’d travel the world as an international freelance reporter, writing exposés on injustice around the globe. And I’d give the rest of the money away to people and causes that need it.”

Hanna chuckled. “Is that your beauty pageant answer or your real one, ’cause I’m not buying it.”

“What do you mean?” Callie asked with mock outrage. “That’s what I’d do. You know I don’t like to buy useless crap.” She threw a pickle at her sister, hitting her shoulder. “How dare you question my integrity?”

Lexi snorted but secretly wondered if Callie was being honest. Her sister worked at the run-down local newspaper, which Lexi assumed had maybe fifty subscribers. If she really wanted to make a difference, why was Callie devoting her life to this small-town rag? She was good enough to write for a national publication, but it was as if something was holding her back. Then again, something was always holding Callie back. Her sister had a tough exterior, but there were little cracks in her façade that made Lexi suspect she was vulnerable. Callie was twenty-three and she’d never had a real boyfriend. And she’d never traveled abroad like she dreamed of as a child. She just went home to an empty apartment every night after work. It sounded pretty lonely to Lexi. And she wondered if any amount of money would change that.

Hanna raised an eyebrow but dropped the issue. “I’d give my kids the best of everything that money could buy,” she said. “Then I’d take my family on a vacation—maybe Disney World or the Grand Canyon. A real adventure where we could all be together.” She stirred her drink with a pensive look on her face. “Tom and I have never gone away with the kids,” she said. “Even Mom and Dad found the money to take us overnight to New Orleans—remember that?”

The girls smiled, remembering the trip. Lexi had been nine, Callie was eleven, and Hanna was fifteen. They only had to drive two hours to get there, but it felt like they were in another world. They weaved through crowds of people and stuffed themselves with beignets at Café Du Monde, tried on elaborate masks at a costume store on St. Ann Street, and danced in the middle of Jackson Square to a brass band’s rendition of “When the Saints Go Marching In.”

Lexi had an idea. “Let’s buy some tickets,” she said excitedly. “The guy on the TV is right—someone’s gotta win. The store next door sells them.”

Hanna and Callie smiled and shrugged their shoulders as if to say, “Why not?” Before heading out the door, the sisters left crumpled bills on the bar for their Cokes, fried pickles, and shrimp po’ boys.

Sugie’s Superette was a small grocery store and deli with five plastic red booths, a chalkboard menu, and a white-haired lady behind the counter who was dressed in denim overalls.

“We’d like three lotto tickets, please,” Lexi announced.

“What numbers would you like?” the old lady asked as she walked over to the lottery machine.

The sisters looked at one another.

“The computer can pick for you,” the woman said, clearly noting the panic in their eyes. “Or if you have numbers that are meaningful to you…”

“Let’s have the computer pick for two tickets,” Callie said, taking command of the situation, “and let’s do one of ours.”

“Okay,” Lexi said. “What are our special numbers?”

“Two,” Hanna blurted out before grinning. “For how many kids I have.”

“Thirty-eight,” Callie added. “For my jersey number on the newspaper’s kickball team.”

Lexi pondered what number meant something to her. Finally, she knew. “Twenty,” she said. “For when I started dating Seth.”

The other two made a gagging face and laughed.

“We still need three more,” Callie said, leaning on the counter.

“How long have Mom and Dad been married?” Lexi asked with a little jump of excitement.

“Oh, good one,” Hanna said. “Thirty years.”

“And the number of their house address is twenty-two, so maybe that?” Callie asked, running her fingers through her brown hair.

“Sounds good to me,” Hanna said. “Okay, last one. We gotta make this a good one. What’s it gonna be?”

Lexi thought hard for a second, and then her eyes lit up with an idea. “Three,” she said. “For the three of us.” She threw her arms over her sisters’ shoulders and looked toward the lady at the register.

“You got all that?” Callie asked her with a chuckle.

The woman punched some numbers into the machine. “Yep,” she said, flashing a smile. “Here’s your winning ticket.”

That night, the sisters curled up on Callie’s couch and watched the handsome man deliver the winning numbers. Not one of their tickets had a single correct digit. But they were already addicted to the fantasy.






Three years later






CHAPTER 1 Lexi


Lexi squinted and rolled over to see her alarm clock blinking a bright and cheery twelve o’clock. Her eyes shot open as the morning sun seeped in through their small bedroom window. “Babe, what time is it?!” she shrieked, poking her fiancé Seth’s shoulder as he lay on top of their sheets in nothing but camo boxers. She sat up quickly and immediately felt the pounding headache and roiling stomach from one too many margaritas the night before. It had been her twenty-fourth birthday, and her sisters and friends had insisted that an extra round of tequila on a Thursday night was a brilliant idea.

“Life’s only going to get worse from here,” Hanna had joked, raising her glass in the middle of The Ranch Bar & Grill, a dim wood-paneled restaurant with sticky floors and the best guacamole in all ten square miles of Brady, Louisiana.

The group had clinked their salt-rimmed glasses together before downing the cheap alcohol.

But it wasn’t until this morning when she realized Hanna had unknowingly jinxed her.

“Babe, the power must’ve gone out, and our alarm didn’t go off,” she said louder, shaking her fiancé to wake up.

Seth grunted and rolled over, slowly forming words. “You didn’t hear the thunderstorm last night? You were really out.”

She shuffled out of bed and looked at her phone. Shit.

The salon had opened fifteen minutes ago.

A rush of adrenaline coursed through her body as she threw on her gray cotton pocket dress, slid into her worn-out brown strappy sandals, and tied her long blond hair into a ponytail. Her stomach curdled again. Have mercy.

As she gave herself a once-over in the full-length mirror by the window in their bedroom, Seth appeared with a cup of hot coffee.

“Made from the Keurig with love,” he said, handing it to her and flashing a sleepy smile.

“God bless you,” she said, her head pounding even harder now. “I guess I’ll keep you.” She kissed his cheek as Archie, their two-year-old hound dog, came bounding in to get in on the love. Lexi scratched Archie’s head, as Seth wrapped her in a hug. Even if the rest of the day sucked, it was moments like these that kept her going.

The two had met four years ago when Seth was interning at the veterinary clinic. Lexi had brought her ailing rescue pup Nola in for a checkup, and the sixteen-year-old Chihuahua peed right on the waiting room floor while they anxiously waited for the doctor.

A cute guy in scrubs had run over to help clean it, and Lexi had apologized profusely to the man wiping up her dog’s urine with a roll of paper towels. “She does this when she gets nervous,” she explained to him, fidgeting with embarrassment. Seth had picked up Nola and cradled her in his arms.

“Don’t worry, I do the same thing!” he whispered jokingly to the dog. Seth then looked at Lexi with a twinkle in his eye, and she fell in love right then and there.

When they first started dating, she felt like Cinderella being courted by a prince. His parents were from old money. His dad currently oversaw the highly successful trucking business that had been in the Harris family for three generations. And his mom was a Sumerford, the equivalent to a royal family if Louisiana had a monarchy. She was an heiress to a steady stream of oil money—and a lady who lunched.

Seth and his family went on vacations to places like Barcelona and Hawaii, and they ate things like prime rib for dinner, whereas Lexi’s family often ate fish her father caught from the lake and subsisted on red beans and rice in lean months. She hadn’t realized how broke her family was until she started hanging out with Seth’s.

She was always in awe of his parents’ wealth, but couldn’t help feeling out of place with them. Deep down inside, she worried they looked down on her, wishing Seth would end up with someone from a more well-to-do family.

At least she knew Seth didn’t feel that way. He seemed inexplicably irritated when his parents took them out to stuffy restaurants, and he happily moved into a run-down shotgun house with Lexi on the poorer side of town, despite his parents’ offer to help with rent for a nicer place.

“Why don’t you want their help?” Lexi had asked him one day, as they looked over his student loan contract with an insanely high interest rate written in bold numbers. If her parents were as rich as his, she would have unabashedly accepted their charity.

“You don’t know my parents,” he said. “Everything always comes with strings attached.”

Lexi could understand. His mom Nancy was rather pushy, always making a last-ditch effort to get Seth to drop out of veterinary school and join the family company, or trying to convince him and Lexi to move into a more “proper” house.

According to Seth, the final straw had been when an awkward girl from another family from the country club showed up to their house in a sparkly dress on the night of his senior prom.

As the story goes, his mom had a tux waiting for him, as Seth sat slack-jawed on the couch holding a plate of nachos. His plans for the evening had been to play video games with his friends, commiserating over the fact that his girlfriend had just dumped him. Instead, his mom manipulated him into taking another girl to the prom. He had to see his ex two-step across the dance floor with another guy all night.

Seth would never disown his mom; he was too good of a southern boy for that. But he had strict personal boundaries when it came to accepting help from his parents and Lexi had to respect that.

These days, she and Seth didn’t have a lot of money, with her hair stylist salary being their main source of income while he finished his last two years of veterinary school, but they assured his parents they were doing just fine. But were they doing just fine? Lexi couldn’t help but wonder sometimes.

Lexi grabbed her keys from the kitchen counter, where they sat next to a pile of bills and the luxury bridal magazine she had splurged on a few weeks ago right after Seth proposed. Her sisters had told her she was crazy when she bought it considering it cost twelve dollars, but she insisted it would give her the inspiration she needed, even if she had to do it on a budget.

Her parents couldn’t afford anything more than the wood-paneled church reception hall, and Seth wouldn’t let his parents help on principle, so they had decided they would pay for everything themselves. They had talked about doing an intimate outdoor ceremony at sunset. The setting would be naturally romantic, and she could save a lot of money on a venue, decorations, and even flowers. There are flowers in nature, right?

Still, she secretly felt like she needed to do everything she could to make it feel fancy enough for her in-laws’ approval. She had already gotten some great ideas from the magazine, like draping the reception chairs in tulle and using vintage teapots as vases.

On the cover, a model wearing white-framed sunglasses and a designer lace bridal gown was posed in front of a backdrop that was scattered in red rose petals and crystals. Lexi took a moment to stare at the photo. The girl staring back at her had every quality she wanted to exude on her own wedding day: beauty… style… grace.

“Babe!” Seth yelled as he walked into the living room.

She startled, accidentally spilling coffee on her magazine. “Dammit, Seth!” she cried, grabbing a handful of paper towels and trying to clean off the cover before it stained.

“Jeez, calm down,” he said, walking over. “It’s just a magazine.” He grabbed the paper towel out of her hand and patted the magazine dry.

“A really expensive magazine,” she reminded him. “This is like something you put on your coffee table.”

He pressed a kiss onto her forehead. “It’ll be okay, babe. I’ll put it in the sun to dry.”

“Thanks,” she said, silently praying this wasn’t an omen for the rest of the day.

But when she got to her beat-up used sedan, she saw that her gas tank was almost on empty.

Luckily, the salon was only a few miles away, and it was payday. She just hoped she’d make it to the gas station after work before the car gave out on her.

As she pulled into the dusty gravel parking lot of The Mane Spot, Lexi took a deep breath and wondered if her boss Rae would have sympathy for her power outage story. She hadn’t had much in the past for Lexi’s other unbelievable yet completely true excuses, including: forgetting to set her clock forward for daylight savings, getting spit up on by her newborn niece, and having to wait in the car while that ten-foot alligator sat in the middle of the one-lane road outside her housing complex for twenty minutes.

As she opened the creaky wooden door covered in one too many coats of paint, everyone in the salon looked at her simultaneously. “So sorry I’m late,” she said breathlessly.

Rae looked over and squinted, making the leathered wrinkles on her face even more prominent. “Did last night’s birthday party just end?” she asked with a throaty laugh.

Lexi ran to her station, passing her coworker Brianna who looked a little green—she had been at last night’s festivities, too. The two shot each other a sympathetic look as Lexi threw her bag on the floor. “Nah, I’m too old to stay out past midnight,” she bantered, surprised Rae wasn’t pissed. “The storm caused a power outage—my alarm didn’t go off. Sorry!”

“No worries,” Rae said. “Your client is here, though.” She pointed to Mrs. Dorothy—an eighty-year-old woman who had come in for her weekly wash—sitting on the green pleather couch reading an old issue of Southern Living magazine featuring a pot of mac ’n’ cheese on the cover. Lexi’s stomach growled, reminding her the last thing she’d eaten was those black bean tacos the night before.

“Let’s get you shampooed,” she said with a forgive-me smile, gesturing Dorothy to the sink in the back of the salon. The Mane Spot ran the gamut in terms of clientele. Three coworkers’ chairs were occupied by a middle-aged woman whose hair was covered in pieces of foil; a quiet man wearing coveralls and work boots; and a tattooed woman in her sixties who apparently just had all her hair chopped off, as evidenced by the puddle of brown fluff accumulating on the floor around her.

At the sink, Mrs. Dorothy chatted about her cat’s health and the pecan pie she had made for her grandson’s birthday while Lexi massaged her scalp with a sudsy citrus shampoo. As she half listened to her client, she stared blankly at the crack in the wall that had been there since she started working at the salon over three years ago.

Lexi took a deep breath, inhaling the clean scent of the hair product mixed with the familiar smells of the musty, old building. She wondered if she’d still be staring at that crack when she was Rae’s age. If every day would be exactly the same for the rest of her life. Then she shook off the thought and got back to work.



Seven hours later, after a string of boring customers and bad hair that needed fixing, the door opened, and Lexi’s day took a sudden turn for the worse.

“Sur-prise!” Seth’s mom Nancy towered over her in three-inch heels. She was wearing a crisp white linen button-down with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of jeans that were designed to look old and worn but probably cost more than Lexi’s entire wardrobe. Lexi suddenly felt ashamed of her gray “hangover” dress and fraying sandals. She would’ve dressed nicer if she’d known Nancy was visiting.

“Oh… hi.” As Lexi leaned in for a stiff hug, she got a whiff of Nancy’s magnolia-scented perfume. “What are you doing here? I thought you went to La Bella’s.” It was The Mane Spot’s rival salon in the nicer part of town.

“I wanted to see you.” Nancy ran her fingers through her honey-hued hair. “Thought we could catch up while I get a blowout. Pat and I are going to the Gator Ball tonight.” It was the big annual fund-raiser in town where the rich folks paid five hundred dollars a plate—supposedly to save the alligators, but really it was an excuse to put on a fancy dress and get drunk off mint juleps.

“Oh, that’s fun,” Lexi said, flustered. She always felt so awkward and nervous around Nancy, like the woman was secretly judging everything about her. “Come with me.”

Nancy sat in the chair and tilted her head back in the sink. “So, did you hear the news about Mackenzie Rogers?” she asked in a gossipy tone.

Lexi knew Mackenzie from high school. The girl was known for her straight As, football-star boyfriend, and prom-queen popularity—she had everything Lexi wanted in high school. After Mackenzie went away to Tulane for college, Lexi thought she’d never see her again, but it turned out she was Nancy’s best friend’s daughter. The way her future mother-in-law talked about her made Lexi think Mackenzie was the daughter Nancy had always wanted. Instead, she was stuck with Lexi.

“She’s engaged!” Nancy said gleefully, snapping Lexi back to reality. “So exciting, right? You’ll both be planning your weddings at the same time!” She paused for a reaction.

Lexi forced a smile. “That’s great!”

As Nancy cooed over details—the country club! the band!—Lexi couldn’t help but feel the familiar sharp edge of envy for Mackenzie’s black-tie affair.

Lexi had made her peace with her quiet and homespun wedding. But as Nancy rattled on—she’s going to Paris in February to shop for a dress with her mom—Lexi suddenly had a pit in her stomach. She realized she was embarrassed for Nancy to come to her and Seth’s wedding. She almost wished she could uninvite her. She pictured Nancy sipping punch at the budget reception with judgment oozing from every pore.

Nancy locked eyes with her, as if she was privy to her innermost thoughts. “Please let me help you with the wedding,” she begged. “I know Seth is adamant about not letting us pay for anything, but maybe you could convince him.” She blinked her long eyelashes twice and smiled. “I just want it to be special.”

It took all her restraint for Lexi not to squeeze Nancy’s head with her fingers, which were currently lathering up the woman’s hair. “It’s going to be special,” Lexi affirmed. “Anyway, Seth and I really want to pay for this ourselves,” she said. “But thank you for the offer.”

Nancy let out a deep sigh. “I don’t know why my boy is so stubborn about money,” she said, shaking her head while Lexi wrapped it in a towel. “You should have seen his brothers’ weddings.” Lexi hadn’t been dating Seth when his older two brothers got married, but she had heard stories and seen pictures. One was at the Ritz-Carlton in New Orleans and the other was at the Old Governor’s Mansion in Baton Rouge.

“I’m sorry,” Lexi said to Nancy as they walked over to the chair. She gulped, not sure who she felt sorrier for. As she thought about mansions and country clubs, Lexi burned with jealousy.

She deftly twirled the round brush and methodically dried Nancy’s warm blond locks while they continued to make small talk. Lexi noticed the physical pain from the tequila was finally gone, but there was a gnawing in her stomach now.

After Lexi applied the smoothing serum to finish off the look, Nancy shook her perfectly blown-out hair and grinned as she looked at herself in the mirror. “You did a nice job,” she said, reaching into her snakeskin bag and handing Lexi a ten-dollar bill. “Tell my son hello for me.” She kissed her on the cheek and clicked her heels through the tiny salon, stopping at the reception desk to pay on her way out.

As she watched Nancy leave, Lexi couldn’t help but cringe at the ten-dollar bill in her hand. It was given as a compliment, but something about it still felt insulting, like she was her mother-in-law’s paid help.

Well, at least she’s gone, Lexi thought as her body relaxed a little. She hadn’t realized how tense she was.

Lexi checked her phone, the lock screen lighting up with a stack of messages from the group text with her sisters. They were making plans for their monthly girls’ night the following evening. The tradition, which consisted of getting tipsy off boxed wine, eating too much take-out food, and playing the lotto, began three years ago after a big jackpot had everyone in town trying their luck.

The most recent text from Hanna read, “Lex, don’t forget the lotto tix. Your turn to grab!”

Thank god for payday, Lexi thought as she tossed her cracked phone into her old frayed bag and headed out the door, stopping by Rae’s station to pick up her check. She’d get the lottery tickets at the gas station, along with a full tank of gas.

Her boss was sweeping snippets of brown hair off the floor, looking deep in thought when Lexi approached her.

“Hi, Rae, just wanna grab my check.”

Rae leaned the broom against the wall and frowned. “Oh, hon. I’m so sorry.” She lowered her voice. “It’s not ready yet. Think you could wait a week or two? I had to move some things around in the account because of that air conditioner repair last Tuesday.”

Shit.

Lexi felt as though she might cry, but she supposed there wasn’t much she could do about it. This had happened before. Rae was good for the money; but still, it wasn’t a convenient time.

“Okay,” she agreed and walked out into the humid May air.

After she got into her car, Lexi shuffled through her wallet and began counting all the dollar bills she had earned through tips that day.

Twenty-four.

That would fill up a little less than half her gas tank with a few extra bucks to buy the lotto tickets. She rummaged through the glove compartment, searching for any extra loose change. But all that was in there were a few pennies and a thick pile of old McDonald’s napkins she’d been hoarding for years.

Her sister’s words from the night before echoed in her mind again. It’ll only get worse from here. At this moment, perhaps for the first time, it felt true. She felt raw, as if life was scraping her along without her consent.

Holding the cash in her hand, Lexi closed her eyes and let out a loud scream. It felt good, like she was finally releasing the bad energy hovering over her all day. There had to be more than this. There had to be.

When she opened her eyes, Lexi saw with horror Nancy was standing only a few feet away, looking right in her direction. She must have just come out of the drugstore next to the salon—she was holding a plastic bag in her hand.

Lexi cowered in her seat, hoping Seth’s mom hadn’t actually seen her pathetic breakdown. But the look on her face—confused and concerned—told her she had indeed seen it all.

Before Nancy could have the chance to say or do anything else that would make her feel even more embarrassed, Lexi peeled out of the parking lot in her dirty car.

As her tear-filled eyes darted from the road to the gas gauge, she began to pray she’d have enough fuel to make it to the station. And since she was already talking with God, she figured she’d go ahead and ask for something else that she needed at that moment: an antidote to the poisonous feelings overtaking her body—humiliation, envy, and disappointment with how her life was turning out.






CHAPTER 2 Callie


The Brady Herald office had a signature scent of newsprint and coffee, two of Callie Breaux’s favorite things. She was already on her fourth cup of coffee for the day, hoping it would help her get through the Friday afternoon slump. As she clicked through emails, snuggled in her oversized office sweater, and settled into her saggy mesh chair, one of the messages stood out.

“Hey, Garrett? You got a second?” She looked up from the computer screen, and her fellow senior news reporter Garrett Jordan met her gaze over the two-foot partition separating their desks.

“What’s up?” he asked, holding his paper coffee cup in one hand and adjusting his black-rimmed glasses with the other.

“So, I just heard back from the research firm that was inspecting the new levee…” She swiveled in her chair to face him. “It failed inspection.”

Garrett’s mouth dropped. “That’s odd.…” The city officials had been boasting about the multi-million-dollar project, promising it would protect the low-lying areas of town from flooding. The state-of-the-art levee would replace the previous one, which had gotten damaged during Hurricane Sebastian a couple of years ago.

“Crazy, right?” She had been reporting on the entire progress of the levee so far, and everything had seemed to be going fine. “I’m gonna reach out and get a statement from the engineer about it,” she said, pulling up her contact list on her laptop. “Maybe you can get some quotes from one of your city official contacts?”

Garrett had every politician in town on speed dial since he covered the government beat.

“You got it.” He sat back down in his squeaky office chair and started typing furiously on his computer keyboard.

If there was anyone who was as passionate as Callie was about journalism, it was Garrett. The two of them started at the Brady Herald as interns and never left. Jerry Masters, the paper’s crotchety seventy-year-old owner and editor in chief, had offered Callie the internship after the paper did a spotlight on her as a rising star.

In high school, Callie had started a teen activism blog that got her a journalism scholarship, which allowed her to attend the University of Louisiana at Lafayette for almost free. She was able to commute and save money on housing since it was only twenty-five minutes away from Brady. Garrett had a similar story, getting a scholarship to LSU thanks to his work as editor of his award-winning high school paper. During the internship, they bonded over their nerdy love for journalism, the stresses of school, and their addiction to coffee.

Even though they both covered different beats and wrote their own stories, they were very much a team, bouncing ideas off of each other, sharing sources, and even proofreading each other’s stories. Six years later, Callie couldn’t imagine work—or life—without him. She admired his talent, his passion and, well, him. He was so smart, so nice, and so… cute.

Ugh.

But there was no way she’d ever let him or anyone else know her true feelings for him.

He was her best friend. The person she’d hang out with on the weekends, catching matinees at the movie theater or devouring sno-balls at the little stand near the river—red velvet was her go-to flavor, amaretto was his. He was the one who cheered her on when she needed encouragement about anything. And he sought her advice when he needed help, too. They had inside jokes that sometimes made her cry because she would be laughing so hard.

But even though she’d dropped a thousand humiliating hints about her feelings for him over the years, he never once took the bait.

Callie refused to ruin their friendship by doing something stupid like asking him out. If he turned her down, or worse, went out with her on a pity date, things would never be the same between them. Better to suffer silently and ignore her feelings, like some heroine in a Jane Austen novel. It was all so cliché, it made her want to roll her eyes.

She took another sip of her coffee, which was helping settle her stomach after Lexi’s birthday celebration the night before. She wasn’t the type to count down to five o’clock—in fact, she was usually in the office until seven or eight—but today she couldn’t wait to go home, get into her pajamas, and watch TV. It had been a long week.

Right at four fifty-five, though, she heard the dreaded words that threatened her evening: “Mandatory happy hour!” The sports editor Shane Prince poked his head over her partition.

She shook her head at him. “I’m bailing on this one.”

“Oh, come on, Breaux,” he said, leaning his bulging arms over her cubicle. “You don’t have anything better to do, and you know it.” He clucked his tongue.

“Ouch,” she said drily, packing her laptop in her faded blue backpack.

Garrett walked over and perched on her desk. “You should come,” he said casually. And then he shifted and said under his breath, “Jerry?”

It never ceased to amaze Callie that she and Garrett could communicate with just one word or a look. But then again, after six years, she could practically read his thoughts. It’s why she knew after all this time that no matter how much she loved him, they would never be together. He didn’t feel that way about her.

They were destined to be friends, nothing more. Even though the weight of it sometimes threatened to squeeze her heart into a million little pieces.

And right now, her friend was reminding her that they’d just had a meeting that morning with their boss Jerry about keeping morale up among staffers. The most recent round of layoffs had shrunken the pool of editors and reporters from fifteen to ten, and the mood in the office had dropped with it. They were the most senior editorial employees on staff now, and keeping everyone one big happy family was part of their job description.

Garrett stared at her, the unspoken words clear between them. Despite herself, her heart raced. She knew deep down she couldn’t say no to him.

“Fine,” she muttered, taking off her black pilled office sweater to reveal her white-collared shirt and khakis. She always dressed professionally just in case she had a last-minute interview. But when they got to happy hour at Hamel’s, a kitschy new dive bar with an oversized stuffed alligator wearing a camo hat and holding a beer can, she felt a bit overdressed—and that was saying a lot for her.

“This place is a little ridiculous,” she said, pulling up a wooden stool at one of the high-top tables in the back. The ceiling was aglow with multicolored Christmas lights, and not an inch of the walls was showing through a plaster of vintage ads and neon signs. An old toilet seat was sitting in the corner with purple flowers sprouting from the tank, and twangy country music blasted over a speaker above them.

Kent Beasley, their copy editor, tucked his motorcycle helmet under the table and pulled up a seat next to her. “It’s Callie’s turn to get first round, right?”

“Ugh, fine,” she said, eyeing the crowded bar. She quickly did a mental tally in her head, and even though it was happy hour, she could barely afford the round. To offset the cost, she would need to skip her decadent plan of getting fast food tonight and opt for mac ’n’ cheese from the box instead. Sacrifices of being broke.

“I’ll help!” Garrett pushed back his barstool. As they made their way through the crowd and ordered five pints of Abita lager, a cheesy country love song came on over the speakers.

“What a week, right?” Garrett leaned next to her, his blue plaid shirt slightly untucked from his dark jeans. He rubbed the back of his neck. He looked stressed.

Callie wished she could reach out her hands and help rub the part of his neck that looked tense. Instead, she just nodded her head in agreement. They stood in awkward silence for a moment. Say something, you idiot, she screamed silently to herself. “So, I’ve been thinking about the levee story.…”

Nothing like a good work conversation to heat things up.…

He leaned in. “Yeah?”

“I’m going to try to talk to someone on the ground to see if there’s a bigger story. Like, maybe something fishy was going on behind the scenes.” There was nothing she loved more than an investigative piece.

“I think that’s a good idea,” he said.

The bartender slid the pints across the bar to them, and Garrett handed him a twenty.

“It’s my turn to buy,” she said, reaching for her wallet.

“Nah, pretty sure it’s mine.”

“Cool.” She swallowed and grabbed two of the pints. “Well, we’ll see what happens with the levee.” Beers in hand, she felt a strand of her brown hair fall from her low ponytail and into her face. Garrett looked at it for a second, paused, and then turned to grab the other pints on the bar.

Nothing to see here, kids, she thought, blowing the hair off of her skin as they walked back to the table.

“So, what’s everyone up to this weekend?” Shane asked, scratching his scruffy yellow beard.

Jason Marshall, a reporter, mimed casting a line toward a group of pretty ladies in the corner booth. “Fishing,” he announced. Shane chuckled.

“Lake,” Kent said with a grunt.

“Sister night,” Callie said, taking a swig of her pint.

“Oh yeah,” Shane said, tapping his Brady High class ring on his pint glass. “How’s that younger one doing? She’s still got that boyfriend?”

Callie rolled her eyes. Shane knew Lexi from high school. Last year, when her younger sister had stopped by the office to drop off dinner on election night, he talked about how hot she was for a whole week after. She arched a brow and smiled even though it grated on her. Why was hotness a prerequisite for falling in love?

“Yes, in fact they just got engaged,” she responded, taking another sip of her drink. The wedding couldn’t come soon enough. Lexi had been engaged for less than a month, but it was all she could talk about. Hanna had agreed to sew the wedding gown and bridesmaid dresses herself, basing the patterns on pictures from one of Lexi’s bridal magazines. Callie knew the pale pink off-the-shoulder gown would look awful on her, but then again, almost everything did. Callie was what her mother called “skin and bones.” She always looked like a scarecrow playing dress up in formal clothes.

“I’ll get her to leave that fiancé of hers,” Shane said with a slow drawl and a grin. “Just give me her number.”

The way he pronounced “fiancé” made the word sound more like “fancy.” Callie supposed having a fiancé did make you a bit fancier. “Sorry, bud. No can do,” she said, shaking her head.

“Well, that’s too bad,” Shane said. “I could have been your brother-in-law.”

“Aw man, I really missed out,” Callie said. Garrett choked on his drink, and she shot him a friendly warning glance.

“Two o’clock, table of babes,” Kent interrupted with a deeper voice than normal.

The other three guys immediately looked around the restaurant. Next to them was a table of bearded men in their sixties decked out in LSU gear, drinking whiskey and talking about hunting. On the other side was a table with three women old enough to be Callie’s mom all staring at their phones. And there, sitting two tables beyond that, were the babes: four of them, all the same shade of blond, all busty, and all giggling over something that probably wasn’t that funny.

Callie found it amusing that it took her coworkers that long to collectively find two o’clock. “Oh, bless your hearts,” she said, leaning back in her chair. “Y’all have issues with analog time?”

“Shut it, Breaux.” Shane sniffed.

She looked over at Garrett, who was eyeing the women out of the corner of his eye. “Go talk to them,” she finally said. “I’m starting to feel embarrassed for y’all.”

“I’ll do it,” Shane said, taking a long swig of his beer before standing up. The other three followed.

“You sure you don’t want to come, too?” Garrett said. “We might need a wingwoman.”

“Um, no thanks.” Callie pulled out her phone. “I’ve gotta answer some emails. I’ll hold down the table.”

She skimmed through her inbox of press releases that included an upcoming city council meeting and senior citizens barbecue. She input the council meeting into her calendar so she could get a quote about the levee. When she finished, she peeked up at her coworkers.

The women were laughing like one of the guys had just said the funniest thing in the world. What a weird human mating ritual, Callie thought. Pretending to find someone funny just so they would like you seemed like the cheapest trick in the book. The only time they ever made Callie laugh was when they were being idiots. Like that time Kent published a headline that read, “Missippi Student Wins National Spelling Bee,” or when Shane fell off his chair in a staff meeting. She rolled her eyes as the girl with bright red lipstick touched Garrett’s arm.

“Can we get a round of shots?” Shane called out to the bartender, who got to work pouring tequila into a row of tiny little glasses.

Callie’s stomach turned as she remembered how many margaritas she had consumed the night before.

She wouldn’t do a tequila shot, she told herself, no matter how much the guys begged. They were always egging her on to drink more at these happy hours. But after the waiter delivered the glasses to the table, the guys and girls clinked their shot glasses, slammed the liquor into their mouths, grimaced, and then laughed. No one invited Callie over. They didn’t even look in her direction.

“Need anything, miss?” the waiter asked, stopping by her table with the tray of empty shot glasses. “Free shot? On the house!”

Callie reddened at the pity in his expression. “No thanks, I’m good. I’m actually heading out.” She tucked her phone in her back pocket and stood to leave.

Garrett caught her eye. “Are you going?” he mouthed.

Callie nodded and headed outside. She squinted against the evening sun and slipped on a pair of plastic neon green sunglasses she’d gotten from a tequila sponsor at their last happy hour a few weeks ago. Damn tequila, she thought to herself.

“Why are you leaving so soon?” Garrett called out, catching up with her in the gravel parking lot.

“I forgot I had another thing tonight,” she lied, playing with the set of keys in her hand.

“Bummer.” Garrett shielded his eyes from the sun with his hand. “Does that mean I have to babysit Shane without you? You know how he gets when tequila is involved.”

Callie shook her head. “He’s gonna be making out with that stuffed gator up front in no time.”

Garrett laughed. “Better the gator than one of those girls, I suppose—I mean, for their sake at least.”

A lump formed in her throat at the mention of the other girls. She didn’t know why that scene got her so upset in the first place—something had struck a nerve in her that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. It wasn’t like the guys hadn’t flirted with girls around her before. So, what was it that got her so emotional? She shrugged it off.

“Y’all have fun.” She forced a smile and headed to her car. “See you on Monday.”

As she drove down the back roads to her empty apartment, she kept wondering what was different about tonight that made her uncomfortable. Then it finally hit her: It wasn’t the first time Garrett had treated her like one of the guys, but it was the first time he blatantly made her feel like she wasn’t even a girl.






CHAPTER 3 Hanna


Hanna Peck gunned it through the yellow light on Main Street, her five-year-old Nissan Versa whining in protest. She was already fifteen minutes late to pick up her kids from the after-school program at Jefferson Elementary. The principal had called earlier to tell her that her eight-year-old, Drake, would be waiting for her with a black eye. The third-grade bullies had struck again. Little bastards.

The elementary school was a red brick building surrounded by temporary trailers to accommodate the growing population of kids in town. Drake sat on the concrete bench outside, shuffling his feet underneath him. His five-year-old sister, Lucy, was holding hands with the kindergarten teacher, Ms. Hall, who looked almost as pissed as Hanna felt about being late.

“I’m so sorry,” Hanna said, running over to her kids. She clutched her tan cardigan closed across her green blouse, hiding a coffee stain on her right boob. She was the activity coordinator for the local nursing home, and one of her residents got a little too excited with her drink while playing a rowdy game of Pass the Pigs.

“You’re late again—I get extra screen time for this,” Drake demanded as he stood up and walked to the car.

Hanna wanted to cringe at how he was talking back to her in front of the teacher, but just nodded her head and prayed Ms. Hall didn’t judge her. Her mom motto? “Pick your battles.” And today, she didn’t want any more.

“What happened?” she asked him as they drove home. “Why did the other kid hit you?”

“He said I was poor because my backpack has a hole in it,” Drake said with a frown. “So, I said he was stupid, and he hit me right in the face.”

Hanna remembered how excited her son was to find the Minecraft backpack at a neighbor’s garage sale. It broke her heart that some asshole kid had to ruin that for him.

“I’m so sorry, boo,” she said, turning down a road lined with 100-year-old oak trees draped in Spanish moss. The golden sunlight hit the green leaves, giving off an almost glowing effect as the car scooted underneath the kissing branches.

On the left-hand side, she passed the black wrought iron gate surrounding the lush green campus of Evangeline Oaks Academy. It was the town’s best private school. A few of the middle school students were hanging outside by the gate, dressed in crisp baby blue polo shirts, khakis, and plaid skirts. They were all laughing and seeming to have a good time. No one, she noticed, had a black eye.

“How was your day, baby girl?” she asked, looking through the rearview mirror at her daughter, who was kicking the red glitter ballet flats Hanna had found at a thrift store for only three dollars.

Lucy shrugged and then lowered her head.

“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Hanna stopped the car at a red light and turned to face her daughter.

With a pout, Lucy mustered up the words. “You said school would teach me to read, but I still can’t.”

Hanna cracked a smile remembering the conversation Lucy was referring to. Her daughter had snuggled up to her the other night when she was rereading Gone with the Wind on the couch and asked when she’d be able to read a book like that. “That’s why you go to school,” Hanna explained. “You’ll be reading books like this in no time.” Clearly the little girl had been obsessing over it since then.

“Oh, sweetie, everything you’re learning in school right now is leading up to reading,” she said reassuringly. “I’m sure you’ll learn soon.” Despite her reassurance, Hanna was privately worried that Lucy hadn’t started learning the basics yet. What if she actually didn’t learn anything at all? The school was so crowded each classroom had over thirty kids. At the start of the year, they hadn’t even had enough desks for everyone.

She looked back over at Evangeline Oaks. It was ranked in the top ten in the state. She wished she could send her kids there, but tuition cost fifteen thousand dollars a year—per child. She didn’t know who had that kind of money, but they sure didn’t. Her salary at the nursing home was pretty pathetic, and Tom’s construction work was sporadic at best.

When they pulled up to the house, the kids ran inside ahead of her. Maybe it was the fact that it was her first chance to relax all day, or maybe she didn’t want to go inside and have to play mom for the rest of the night, but something kept her in the car for a few moments longer.

She stared back at the house her husband had inherited from his grandparents, who had basically raised him. His mom skipped town when he was just a kid and never returned—word was that she struggled with addiction. And his dad died in an accident when Tom was in middle school. Hanna knew him from church, but they didn’t start dating until after they graduated from high school. He needed time to mourn.

But despite his tragic childhood, Tom was one of the most optimistic people she’d ever met. She loved looking at the world through his eyes: Everything had potential. And he saw something in the old crumbling three-story Victorian home his grandparents left him right before he and Hanna got married.

It was the perfect fixer-upper. And with Tom’s experience in construction and her addiction to home makeover shows, they figured they could do all the repairs and renovations themselves. They had to rip out all the musty carpet and repaint the walls, but it had been so much fun working on it together. They gutted the spare bathroom and demo’d the walls on the third floor to make their dream master suite, but before they were able to finish those spaces, they got the biggest surprise of them all: a positive pregnancy test. It wasn’t planned—they had wanted to wait until the house was complete to grow their family. But instead, the curveball halted that idea.

All of the money and energy they had saved for the house ended up going to Drake… and then Lucy. Eight years later, they were still walking on unfinished hardwood floors, sharing a bathroom with their kids, and telling themselves they’d fix up that third floor one of these days. The paint was fading, the molding crumbling, and the once spacious house was getting cramped and crowded. Hanna couldn’t help but feel like it was a metaphor for their marriage. With each new problem that came up—appliances breaking, shingles falling from the roof, leaks from the questionable plumbing—the tension between her and Tom grew.

Home with the kids. What time are you coming back tonight? she texted Tom while still sitting in her car.

A message appeared a few seconds later: On my way.

Does meatloaf sound good? It was his favorite, and might cheer him up after his nine-hour day at the construction site.
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