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      December 20~~

      

      It was Jade Morrow’s third time to visit the famed Rainbow Room perched atop the Rockefeller Building. As her Uber driver sped down New York streets slick with rain, she couldn’t decide if she was looking forward to or dreading the evening. Perhaps a little of both. Her literary agent, the well-known Penelope Martinez, assured Jade that her publisher only did this for a few top-tier authors. She was in that select group and grateful to be there. So, she donned her sleekest dress—dusty blue, simple, elegant—and told herself to enjoy the attention.

      Her latest book had been a smashing success—literally. She had been informed by the sales team that it had literally smashed all previous records. A celebration was definitely in order. The Uber driver pulled up in front of Rockefeller Plaza, and Jade tapped her credit card to his charge machine, then added a tip. As she reached for her purse, she spied something she hadn’t seen in the darkness of the ride. Tugging on a corner of fabric, she pulled from between the seats a pink baby blanket adorned with small elephants imprinted below a silky border. She pushed it toward the driver and fled the vehicle. Stepping out into a cold, wet winter evening, she focused on slowing her heart rate and orienting herself to this time and place.

      She paused, told herself she’d be fine, reminded herself that this evening was a celebration. As if to cement those thoughts in her mind, she tilted her head back to get a better look at 30 Rockefeller Plaza, aka the RCA Building, aka the GE Building and now officially, the Comcast Building. Sleek and symmetrical, it had been constructed of limestone with setbacks that narrowed gracefully upward. In a word—magnificent. It stretched to a dizzying height of 860 feet, with 70 floors. Jade hurried toward the entrance of the building, jerked open the door, and nearly bumped into a family of three. Mom carried a bundled infant. Dad toted a diaper bag and car seat. The baby smiled up at Jade with a toothless grin, so Jade nodded politely and held the door.

      By the time she reached the dedicated express elevators, sweat was dotting her brow.

      No, no, no, no.

      Not now.

      Not again.

      An older couple stepped into the elevator with her. Jade backed into the corner and closed her eyes, but that only made the vertigo significantly worse. She had the nauseating feeling that the elevator was spinning. The muscles in her chest tightened, and it occurred to her that this time it was real. This time, she was having an actual heart attack.

      “Are you okay, dear? Jim, I think she’s … something’s wrong.”

      “What can we do, Miss?”

      Sweat dripped down her neck. She stared at her hands—hands that seemed to belong to someone else—and watched them tremble. She feared she was going to be sick right there, swallowed bile, realized her jaw was aching. The fear and the panic were all-encompassing.

      “Try to breathe in and out, Miss.”

      “We’re almost there.”

      If only she could get more air. Why wouldn’t the elevator stop spinning? The pain in her chest increased—the muscles surrounding her lungs contracting, threatening to cut off all possibility of drawing in a breath. Was this how it would all end? Her dying on an elevator in Rockefeller Plaza?

      Time stretched. The forty-five second elevator ride took hours to reach the 65th floor. Finally, the doors slid open, bringing a rush of air and light and noise. She heard the older man explaining to the restaurant hostess that she needed medical assistance. His words came to her from a great distance, an echo radiating from the darkness. By this point, Jade had plopped onto the floor of the elevator. Someone pushed a button, and she heard the familiar beep-beep of an elevator taken out of service. The hostess must have stepped toward the recessed panel and entered a code, because the beeping stopped.

      And then, inexplicably, Penelope was kneeling in front of her.

      “Jade, what’s wrong? Can you look at me?”

      “Medical personnel are on the way,” another voice said.

      “Just give us a minute, please.” Penelope put a hand on each of Jade’s shoulders, urged her to look up. “It’s going to be okay.”

      But Jade knew that was a lie. Nothing was okay. In fact, everything was falling apart, and she was powerless to stop it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Four months later

      Jade Morrow stood at the large plate-glass windows overlooking Central Park and considered the momentous changes she’d so recently embraced. Too much? Too little? In ten years, would she regret or celebrate uprooting her life? Would her mental and emotional health improve or take a plunge into the darkest depths of despair? What would become of her career?

      Penelope’s knock broke through her reverie, which was a good thing. She might have stood there for hours. The click of Jade’s low heels echoed throughout the empty condo as she walked to the door.

      Penelope Martinez measured five foot seven, took great pains never to weigh more than one hundred and twenty pounds, and wore her long, wavy, glossy brown hair loose. Only seven-thirty on a Monday morning, and still she was dressed to impress. Penelope was gorgeous, twenty years younger than Jade, and one of the top literary agents in the city—maybe in the world. They’d been working together for seven years.

      More importantly, she held two cups of hot coffee. Penelope pushed one into Jade’s hands. “You’re really doing this.”

      “I am.”

      Penelope paused, then stepped over the threshold and into the condo. Letting out a low whistle, she walked past the entry, through the empty living room, and stopped at the windows where Jade had been standing only moments before.

      “Splendid view.”

      “It is.”

      April was strutting its stuff in Central Park. The beech, ash, and magnolia trees offered a plethora of green. The redbuds waved their pink blossoms in the morning breeze. Jade thought she could even make out the yellow of marsh marigolds, though she might have been imagining that. And of course all the people. Everywhere she looked—people.

      “Any takers yet?”

      “Three offers.”

      “At the list price?”

      “Above.”

      Jade had never worried about whether her property would sell. The space was considered a luxury condominium. The building dated back to 1938. It had prestige, location, and a full-time doorman. She’d known it would be snatched up quickly and that she would receive her asking price or more.

      Penelope perched on the windowsill, since Jade’s furniture had already been loaded into the moving van. “Want to tell me what this is all about?”

      “I have.”

      “Not really.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “I want to know why.”

      “Because it’s time.”

      “Why is now the time? Is this about what happened at the Rainbow Room? Because I thought we’d moved past that.”

      No one else would have grilled her in this way. If they’d tried, Jade would have shut them down. Penelope was different, though. The two women had never been close—not gal pals. They hadn’t shared stories about their love lives. Neither had ever texted a funny meme to the other. Theirs was a professional relationship, and to Jade, that carried more weight than the other things would have. So instead of brushing her off, Jade perched on the adjacent windowsill and split her attention between the view and her agent.

      “Now is the time because if I had opted to stay here, it would have all fallen apart.”

      “The writing?”

      “Yes, and everything else.”

      There was no everything else, and they both knew it. Jade’s life had always been about the writing to the exclusion of more ordinary pursuits, and that focus had paid off. Seventeen international bestsellers, four movie options, and a nicely padded 401K.

      “Why Texas? Why not...” Penelope waved toward Central Park and beyond. “Why not simply move outside the city?”

      “It wouldn’t have been enough.” It wouldn’t have been far enough, wouldn’t have been a big enough change, wouldn’t have solved what ailed her.

      “How will you get there?”

      “I bought a car.”

      Penelope narrowed her eyes, then sipped from her coffee. “I didn’t realize you knew how to drive.”

      Jade shrugged. She did occasionally order a rental and drive up and down the East Coast. She had to do something with her vacation time, and travelling abroad had, in recent years, lost its appeal.

      “How’s the new book coming?”

      “Fine.” She wrote five pages a day regardless of whether she’d slept well the night before. The only exception was the time she spent researching, editing, promoting, touring, and the four weeks of vacation she took without fail. That still left her six months a year to spend writing fresh pages—five pages a day, six days a week, and the projects rolled out smoothly. The result was often eight hundred pages, which she then had to reduce to four hundred, but she had a process and it worked. She’d realized years ago that burnout would kill her career faster than writer’s block or poor reviews or dwindling sales.

      She’d never had writer’s block or poor reviews or dwindling sales, and she credited that to the self-imposed weeks of vacation she took—one each in the spring, summer, fall, and winter.

      Jade turned in one book a year, and she was never late. The book she was currently working on centered on the life of Christa McAuliffe. The exact title, following the pattern of her previous books, was Christa McAuliffe: A Life Reimagined. She liked to think that she wrote at the juncture of women’s fiction and revisionist history. She picked her subjects with great care, spent a full month submerging herself in their history, and then chose one decision in her subject’s life to change. The story that poured onto the pages represented a new, reimagined life—a different life.

      Sometimes it was even a better life, but not always.

      When the story didn’t deliver a happily ever after, she received double the reader mail—some complaining, “Why change someone’s life if you’re planning to make it worse?” and others thanking her for writing “realistic fiction.”

      Regardless of the ending she found for these women—and it had always been women she wrote about—and irrespective of reader satisfaction, the pre-orders for her subsequent book were always higher than the one before it. Jade thought that perhaps it was because her readers wondered about alternate timelines for their own lives. What if they’d turned left instead of right? What if they’d taken the internship versus spending the summer at home? What if they’d chosen to backpack through Europe rather than complete the graduate degree? Most people entertained a considerable stockpile of what-ifs, and Jade’s books seemed to fill the need to wander down such paths.

      The last book she’d finished would hit shelves in six months and was based on the life of Amelia Earhart. In October, she would, as she had with every other book, subject herself to twenty days of touring. Never more and her publisher wouldn’t hear of less.

      Penelope stood, straightened her dress, and tossed a last glance at the empty condo. Jade followed her to the door.

      Jade didn’t know if the next and final question was something that had just occurred to Penelope, or if it was a topic she’d hesitated to broach, though she’d skirted it only a few minutes earlier. She turned to face Jade, waited a beat, and asked, “Your therapist?”

      “We’ll Zoom.”

      “Ah. You’ll call me if you need something?”

      “Of course.”

      They didn’t hug. Penelope stepped forward, lightly put a hand on each of Jade’s arms and air kissed somewhere near her right ear. And then she was gone.
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      The movers had packed up her things the day before. At her request, they’d left the bed so that she could spend one more night there and promised to be back at nine a.m. sharp to fetch it. To Jade, it had made no sense to stay in a hotel, and she didn’t want to begin a seventeen-hundred-mile drive late in the afternoon. One last night in the place she had lived for a dozen years had seemed like the logical choice.

      She glanced at her watch, saw it was still a few minutes shy of eight, and walked slowly through her home. That’s how she thought of it—not as an apartment or a condo, but as a home. She’d surrounded herself with art that soothed her soul and furniture that was comfortable yet modern. She had resisted the urge to cram as much as possible into the space, as so many people did.

      To her own surprise, she’d unintentionally turned into something of a minimalist. The movers finished packing her things in under three hours. Even her wardrobe was simple, containing eight identical outfits of gray slacks and blue blouses, as well as four pairs of low-slung black heels. She had three dresses for interviews—all in what had become her signature dusty blue color. They were trim because she was trim, not too conservative but certainly not overly showy, and the color complemented her chin-length brown hair that she had streaked with blonde every six weeks. She rotated out the oldest dress every year, adding in something in the newest styles. Five sets of workout clothes completed her wardrobe. That was all she needed.

      Walking into the bedroom, she stopped and stared at the bed, then sat down on it, running her hand over the white duvet.

      The first panic attack had occurred nine months prior. She’d woken in the middle of the night—shivering, frightened, and certain that she was going to die. She’d known that she should get up, check her temperature, take some aspirin, but she hadn’t been able to do any of those things.

      Instead, she’d lain there, curled in a fetal position, teeth chattering, muscles aching, and her heart beating fiercely. She still vividly remembered wondering how long it would take for someone to find her body. Days? Weeks? She had grappled with how her life had come to this.

      Slowly, slowly, the darkness had receded, and the sun had risen. Throwing back the duvet, she'd taken a hot shower, eaten breakfast, and written her five pages. She had even convinced herself that what had occurred was a fluke, possibly a twenty-four-hour bug. She’d felt embarrassed about how childishly she’d responded. In the light of day, her fears seemed so illogical. It was a one-off. It wouldn’t happen again.

      But it did.

      The next time she’d been in the back of an Uber. She’d looked out at the mass of humanity and found she could not take a breath. The heaviness in her lungs increased, and she pressed a hand to her chest, hoping to ease the pain. The driver had become so concerned that he’d wanted to take her to the hospital. She’d refused, insisting he take her home. Somehow she’d fumbled her way past the doorman, up the elevator, into her condo, and here. She had lain here on the bed as she had the first time—shivering and unable to comprehend what was happening to her.

      The third time was considerably worse than the first two. The Elevator Event, as she’d come to think of it. Jade still felt riddled with shame when she thought of Penelope kneeling before her, making excuses to the publishing executives, seeing her home.

      Four days later, Jade had begun seeing Dr. Milne—a highly recommended and no-nonsense psychiatrist. She’d insisted on running a panel of tests, which had all come back normal. Dr. Milne had prescribed Paxil, but it had made Jade nauseous. She couldn’t sleep. She certainly couldn’t work. She had refused to take that medication or anything else.

      And so they’d settled into weekly therapy sessions. It seemed like such a cliché. Jade had wanted to push back against the faintest suggestion of suffering through a stereotypical midlife crisis, but she also didn’t want to endure any more of the panic attacks. The therapy sessions had revealed a few surprising things, and in the end, they had resulted in her decision to move.

      The question that remained was whether things would be any different in Shelby, Texas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ~EXCERPT, JACQUELINE KENNEDY ONASSIS

          

        

      

    

    
      From Jade Morrow’s notes: Jacqueline Bouvier met John Kennedy at a dinner party hosted by her friend, Martha Bartlett. At the time, Jacqueline was writing a small column for the Washington-Times Herald. What if she hadn’t gone to that party? What if she hadn’t met John Kennedy that night? Would she still have met and married the congressman? Would she still have become First Lady? Would she still have been seated in the presidential limousine, driving by Dealey Plaza on the morning of 11-22-63?

      

      Spring 1952

      Martha Bartlett leaned forward, trying to emphasize her point, trying to make Jacqueline see. “Everyone who is anyone is going to be here. Say you’ll come.”

      Jacqueline sat back and studied her friend. “I have a column due, and I don’t want to turn it in late.”

      “That can’t take long—it’s only a few pictures and questions. You can get that done before tomorrow night.” She hesitated, then added, “People are talking about your last piece.”

      “Writing for the Washington Times Herald is hardly the pinnacle of literary achievement.” Jacqueline crushed out her cigarette. “But I will admit I enjoy it.”

      They both stood, and Jacqueline gave Martha a quick hug. “Next time, I promise.”

      Martha seemed to acquiesce, but as they walked to the front door, she lowered her voice as if some tabloid reporter might be lurking behind the curtains in the front room. “He’ll be here, you know—for the dinner party.”

      Jacqueline caught sight of her reflection in a mirror. She liked her short haircut, soft curls brushed back from her face. She thought it made her look more serious—older even. At twenty-three, she longed to be seen as a woman and a serious reporter.

      Martha still hadn’t said who the man was, the one who was attending, the one she was eager for Jacqueline to meet. So, Jacqueline crossed her arms and waited.

      “Jack. Jack Kennedy. They’re saying he’s a shoe-in to win against Cabot in the fall. Some say he might even be president.”

      Jacqueline paused, as if reconsidering, but again shook her head. “Next time.”

      
        
        ~Excerpt from

        Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis: A Life Reimagined

        By Jade Morrow
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      Virginia Neal was up before the sun. She’d come to accept quite a few things in her eighty-two years. One thing she no longer fought was the idea that she should be able to sleep in later. Her body woke up when it felt rested. Best to respect that and get on with the day.

      She made her bed, dressed in her gardening clothes, then poured a cup of coffee and made herself a piece of toast. As usual, she enjoyed it on the front porch, Cisco sitting and purring on the porch swing next to her. Virginia reached over and scratched behind the tabby’s one good ear. The other ear was rather tattered, something Cisco had never felt the need to explain.

      Virginia didn’t mind watching the sun come up across Shelby. The town had become like a person to her—an old friend, even. She knew its secrets, and she didn’t doubt that Shelby knew hers. The truth was she enjoyed greeting the day this way every morning.

      There had been rain the night before, but she thought that was past now. The morning smelled fresh. She would start her morning gardening by tending to the roses on the east side and make her way around to the Texas sage bushes that bordered the northern edge of her property. She’d been at it for an hour when Abby appeared, pushing her baby stroller down the sidewalk in front of Virginia’s house.

      “How’s little Oliver doing this morning?”

      “Fine.” Abby yawned, her expression a mixture of exhaustion and adoration as she glanced down at her son.

      Virginia remembered those baby years. They were precious, and she thought maybe Abby understood that, though the young woman looked as if she could use a three-day weekend at the Hyatt Hill Country Resort.

      “With any luck, he’ll be back asleep by nine.”

      “And you could catch a nap.”

      “Maybe, but I’m deep into that Elizabeth Berg book you told me about. I need to see what happens.”

      Which made Virginia’s heart sing. She’d always enjoyed connecting readers with books. Forty years as a librarian had left her with a good sense for which authors a particular person might enjoy. She’d hoped that Abby would like Elizabeth Berg’s stories of life and community and the richness of the world.

      Abby stifled another yawn and nodded toward the house next door. “Any idea when she’s moving in?”

      “Nope. The movers were here two days ago. Didn’t take them long to unload everything, and that fellow I’ve seen a few times was there all day yesterday with two husky looking guys—all from Dallas near as I’ve been able to tell.”

      “Do you know her?”

      “Not exactly, and by that I mean not well. I met Jade once, years ago. Her parents lived here.”

      “It’s kind of exciting to think a famous author is going to be living in our neighborhood.”

      Virginia smiled, but she didn’t respond to that. In her experience, most writers tended to be introverts. She didn’t expect Jade Morrow to throw garden parties as soon as she arrived.

      Oliver kicked his feet and waved his tiny fists, causing the toys attached to the stroller to shake and make little bell-like sounds. Virginia leaned down, put her face next to his, and stole a kiss. She never could resist a baby’s smell. Fortunately for her, Oliver didn’t seem to mind.

      Abby waved goodbye, and Virginia continued with her pruning, stopping once to go inside for a glass of water and another time to snip some early buds and put them in a mason jar.

      She was interrupted two more times.

      Vince, the mail carrier, leaned his mailbag against the corner post of her white picket fence. “You still have the prettiest roses in Shelby.”

      “Thank you, Vince. How’s Carol?”

      “She’s back to bossing me around again, so I’d say she’s well on the road to recovery.”

      “Back surgery is no small thing. Tell her I’ll bring by a casserole tomorrow.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      “I know I don’t.”

      He nodded his thanks. “Strange that I’m not getting any mail for your new neighbor.”

      “Jade?”

      He glanced around and then grinned. “Only new neighbor I see around here—well, figuratively speaking. I haven’t actually seen her. No one I’ve talked to has seen her either.”

      “I don’t believe she’s moved in yet.”

      “Her furniture has.”

      “True.”

      “Gus said it was only one truck.”

      “That’s all I saw.”

      “Most people have more stuff than that.”

      Virginia shrugged and pruned another scraggly sprig from the yellow rose bush she was tending.

      Vince readjusted his baseball cap. “How much you reckon she spent on remodeling that old house? Fifty thousand? A hundred?”

      “Probably more. Remember, they put a swimming pool in round back.”

      “Oh yeah. Those aren’t cheap.”

      “Hopefully it will be everything she’s dreamed of.”

      “Strange that she hasn’t even seen it, though. I mean, who buys a house without visiting it first?”

      “Young people. My son told me he bought a car for my grandson on-line.”

      They both laughed at that. The only place to buy a car in Shelby was Max’s Motors, and Max didn’t even have a webpage. With just over seven thousand residents, Shelby had retained its small-town charm. If people wanted to go out for a fancy meal or see a movie, they had to drive over to Stephenville.

      Virginia finished with the roses and moved on to the Texas sage. The silvery leaves and lavender blossoms of the sage always made her feel like a young girl again. She remembered hiding behind sage bushes when they would go to her grandmother’s. While her mother visited, Virginia and whatever cousins happened to be about would dash outside and play hide-and-seek. She remembered rubbing the leaves of the sage and trying not to giggle.

      She had nearly finished pruning when Eileen Jacobs pulled up in her little sports car. Eileen was married to the Episcopal minister, and she took it upon herself to deliver a homemade pie to every new family that moved into Shelby. She stepped out of her car, reached into the back seat for the pie box, then stood on the sidewalk staring up at the home on the corner of North and Sycamore.

      “She hasn’t arrived yet,” Virginia called out.

      Eileen cocked her head, stared at the house another moment, then walked over to Virginia. “Didn’t that used to be a single-story house?”

      “It was. Mike’s crew was out here raising the roof about a month ago.”

      “Raising the roof?”

      “Apparently, it was necessary since she wanted the attic converted into a big loft room. Even added all those windows... and stairs, of course.”

      “Wow.”

      “Exactly.”

      Eileen shifted the pie box to her other hand. “I’d heard the movers came two days ago.”

      “That’s true.”

      “But still no writer, huh?”

      “Not unless she was hiding in one of the boxes they took inside.”

      Eileen laughed lightly but continued to stare at the house next door. “It’s a beauty. Isn’t it? I especially love the extended front porch. Is it on the historic register?”

      “No, but it should be. It was built in 1938 for Dr. Patterson and his wife.”

      “And now it’s undergone a major renovation.”

      “I’ll say.” Virginia had sat on her porch and watched the workers take the sculpted limestone off the outside walls, apply new insulation and a different type of outer wall, then restore the original limestone up to a height of three feet—reaching just to the bottom of the windows. The leftover bricks had been used to expand the front porch. Renovations had included larger windows, new appliances, painting inside and out, as well as new flooring. The backyard had received as much attention as the front—new landscaping, a covered back patio, fountains, and a swimming pool.

      “We’ve had a real flurry of workers, that’s for sure.” Virginia tugged on the bill of her sun visor. “I always did like when people renovated an old house—seems like the ultimate recycling.”

      “Any idea when she’s coming?”

      “No one’s told me.” Virginia shrugged. “Why would they?”

      “Okay. Well, stink. We’re going out of town this afternoon. You know how Jerry likes to flyfish. He’s booked us a cabin down on the Frio.” She looked at the box in her hands, then at Virginia. “Would you mind?”

      “Of course not.”

      “It’s lemon strawberry from the Rolling Pin. If she doesn’t show by tomorrow, go ahead and eat it.”

      “The whole thing?”

      Eileen was already on the way to her car. “If I know you, you’ll find someone to share it with.”

      Virginia took the pie into the house and set it on the kitchen counter. She fixed herself a light lunch—tuna salad on rye with a side of grapes and a tall glass of iced tea. Once she’d eaten and cleaned up the dishes, she added a little dry cat food to Cisco’s bowl, then went to the living room and settled into her favorite reading chair.

      Pulling the top book from the stack on the table, she opened it and sank into William Kent Krueger’s latest. My, how she loved that man’s writing. She could almost feel the stiff wind coming off Lake Superior and hear the howl of the wolves.
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      Jade talked to Andrew twice on her drive from New York to Texas. Andrew had been an intern at Penelope’s firm when he was still in college. Penelope had recognized something in him she knew Jade would value, and she’d been right. He’d become her assistant five years ago. It surprised her to realize how much she depended on him.

      Andrew was twenty-eight years old, good-looking, tech-savvy, professional, and dedicated. Plus, she appreciated his not trying to be her bestie. He handled her professional calendar and didn’t mind taking care of personal errands when the need arose. Overseeing the renovation of a home had been above and beyond his job scope. She’d reimbursed him for all expenses and added a hefty bonus to his salary to compensate for his extra hours. He’d flown into Dallas and driven the three hours to Shelby to oversee the renovations and called her daily with updates. He’d even sent videos as he’d done walk-throughs of the house.

      Andrew’s calls on her drive down had helped to ease her worries.

      The movers had delivered all of her furniture.

      He’d seen that things were arranged in a similar fashion to what they had been in her condo.

      The kitchen was stocked with her favorite foods, though he’d cautioned that much of what she liked couldn’t be found in Shelby. “You’ll have to order on-line, which I can take care of, or drive to Stephenville.”

      He’d forwarded the closing papers for the condo in New York City after having her attorney review them. Mr. Brentley had called to say that everything was in order and she could sign the papers electronically.

      Things were going well, and the drive down had been surprisingly relaxing, but as she crossed into Texas and skirted the Dallas-Ft. Worth area she felt a growing uneasiness.

      Her father had been a doctor in the U.S. Army and his final assignment, years after Jade had graduated from high school, had been to Fort Hood. Jade hadn’t grown up in Texas. She couldn’t say that she’d grown up in any one particular place. Sometimes they’d lived overseas. Sometimes they’d been stationed in the U.S. After her father had retired, he’d settled in Shelby, eighty miles northwest of the base.

      As the massive highway system of the DFW Metroplex gave way to a simple, four-lane state highway, apprehension and doubt replaced her earlier calm. She hadn’t been to Shelby in several years. She didn’t know anyone there, now that her parents had passed, and she’d never spent more than forty-eight hours in the town even when they were alive.

      Dr. Milne had asked, “Why Shelby?” Jade had shrugged and replied, “Why not?” At the time, that had seemed reason enough. But was it?

      Her concerns weren’t financial. Even with the cost of renovations—and yes, they’d gone over budget—she wasn’t spending anywhere near what the condo sold for. As for the change in location, her income would remain the same. Novels weren’t worth less because they were written from a 1938 Texas home rather than a NYC condo.

      It wasn’t as if she would miss her friends, since she didn’t have any. This was something Dr. Milne had probed at length. Her final word on the subject, though Jade suspected it was something the good doctor would return to again, was, “Introverts need fewer people in their lives than extroverts, but they still need people, Jade. Everyone needs people.”

      Well, maybe.

      She had Penelope, and she had Andrew.

      For her, that seemed to be enough.

      Traffic lessened and exits grew farther apart as she drove west and then south. The vastness of the countryside was unnerving—there was so much of it. She shuddered to think of breaking down in such a remote area, but then why would she break down? The Lexus RX 500h F Sport was brand new.

      She slowed going through Stephenville, a sleepy college town that proclaimed itself to be “Cowboy Capital of the World.” Shelby was twenty minutes farther to the southwest.

      She’d driven there before and traveled the same route. On those trips, she’d flown into the Dallas airport and driven west then south, but perhaps she hadn’t paid attention. It seemed to Jade like she was seeing the Texas countryside for the first time. For a few moments, she could believe that she was stepping into a brand-new life. That thought caused her pulse to race and her palms to sweat.

      She steeled herself against a panic attack, telling herself she’d pull off the road at the first sign of one. But then she became distracted looking at gray and white horses in a field, a handwritten sign proclaiming “fresh eggs,” and children chasing goats in a pen. Ten minutes later she was passing a “Welcome to Shelby” sign, population 7,245.

      She couldn’t explain, even to herself, what she’d built Shelby, Texas up to be in her mind. Her parents had moved there when they retired. Jade had visited once a year, though she hadn’t returned to attend their funerals.

      It looked both the same and very different.

      Maybe that was because she was now viewing it as her home.

      She followed her GPS as it told her to turn off Main Street onto Second, then another turn, and after half a mile, text flashed across her car’s display proclaiming, “You have arrived.”

      Jade didn’t park in the driveway. She didn’t want to enter through the garage the first time she walked into her home. Instead, she pulled to the curb in front of 226 Sycamore. She sat there and studied it, compared it to Andrew’s videos and the thing that had been in her mind. She didn’t find it lacking. No, the structure looked exactly like what she’d pictured—large windows, an expansive porch across the front of the house, giant shade trees.

      She exited the car, took her time going up the front walk, and inserted her key into the lock.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ~EXCERPT, BEYONCÉ

          

        

      

    

    
      From Jade Morrow’s notes: The first album contracted for the group Girl’s Tyme, featuring Beyoncé Giselle Knowles, was cancelled by Elektra Records before it was released. As a result, Beyoncé and her co-singers returned to Houston, changed their group’s name to Destiny’s Child and landed a deal with Columbia Records, which launched their career to stardom. But what if Beyoncé had chosen to stay with Elektra even after the cancellation? What if she had been afraid to change? Would she still have released 5 multi-platinum albums and received 35 Grammy Awards? Would she still have attained worldwide fame?

      

      1995

      Houston, Texas

      Matthew Knowles placed the phone in its cradle and turned to face his daughter. “That was Elektra Records.”

      “And? Did they like what we sent?”

      “They did.”

      “Yes!” Beyoncé jumped up, danced in a circle, then sat back down on the somewhat worn couch in their Houston home. There was something her daddy wasn’t telling her. She knew that worried look, had seen it often enough, saw it when her parents were fighting. “What else?”

      “We have a decision to make, Bee. But let’s wait until your momma gets home. And you should call Kelly and LaTavia. Ask them to come over after dinner.”

      “Okay.” Kelly and LaTavia had already agreed to come over after dinner. The girls always practiced in the evenings.

      The hands on the clock above their dining room table crawled forward. Beyoncé tried working on the new song, tried doing homework, and even tried watching television. None of that distracted her.

      It was after seven by the time they finished dinner and cleaned up the dishes. Beyoncé, Kelly, and LaTavia sat on the couch, sitting as close together as they could get. Solange, Beyoncé’s younger sister, lay on her stomach on the floor, knees bent, feet in the air, doing her homework, as her head bopped to something on her Walkman radio.

      Her daddy got right to the point. “Elektra likes what you sent, but they’re cancelling the contract.”

      Beyoncé thought she must have heard him wrong. He’d said Elektra liked what they sent, so why were they cancelling? “I don’t understand.”

      “They don’t think you girls are ready, but I may have found a way to keep the contract. If you agree to release exclusively with Elektra, then they’ll reconsider the album’s cancellation.”

      “They can do that?” Mama asked. “Threaten to pull the contract?”

      “Yeah. They can.”

      “How long would we be tied to them?” Kelly asked.

      “That’s the problem. You girls are fourteen years old. Elektra wants exclusivity for your next three albums or the next five years, whichever comes first.”

      “That sounds like a good thing.” Mama tossed a smile toward Beyoncé, then turned toward Daddy.

      They all watched him closely. He was their manager. Beyoncé longed to sing and dance and to do both in front of a lot of people. The legal stuff wasn’t something she cared to understand. She didn’t need to. Did she?

      “It is a good thing,” he agreed. “It will provide stability as you all launch your careers, but…”

      “But?” Beyoncé felt her impatience swell. They were supposed to be practicing.

      “But it also limits you, Bee. If we accept this, it will define you.”

      Beyoncé thought her daddy was one of the smartest people she knew, but he was wrong about this.

      A company wouldn’t define her. Only her music could do that. She reached for Kelly’s hand. Kelly reached for LaTavia’s. They exchanged a glance, smiled, and nodded at the same time.

      It was Beyoncé who voiced their thoughts. “Tell them yes.”

      

      
        
        ~Excerpt from

        Beyoncé Giselle Knowles: A Life Reimagined

        By Jade Morrow
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      Virginia woke to the sound of a car door shutting out on the street. Cisco had curled up on her lap, and he hissed in displeasure when she moved him to the floor. “Can’t ignore the neighbors, Cisco. That won’t fly in Shelby.”

      She made her way to the front window, walking carefully since she had dozed while she was reading. The last thing she needed to do was trip and break something like her hip or an arm or leg. Doc Mason had cautioned her, “Prevention is the ticket, so be careful.” She planned to follow that advice.

      The car parked at the curb looked to be a new foreign thing, though it was now covered with Texas dust. As for Jade Morrow, Virginia would recognize the woman anywhere. When she’d held the position of head librarian, she had often touted the connection that Jade had to Shelby, though it was quite tenuous. Still, it had been worth doing the occasional display of her books to see the smile it brought to Rose and John’s faces, two of the nicest people she’d had the pleasure of knowing. Jade’s parents had easily fit into the community—volunteering at the local mission, serving on the parks board, even singing in the choir at Grace Fellowship.

      Virginia had sensed that there had been distance between the parents and the child, but Rose and John offered no explanation, and Virginia never asked. Her mother had taught her to be curious, but not nosy. “No one likes a busy-body, Virginia.”

      She smiled at the memory of her mother’s voice.

      She still missed her after all these years—missed her cooking and her presence and her words of advice. Of course, she missed her dad as well, but that ache appeared when she was in the garage or out in the vegetable garden. Many days, Virginia didn’t feel mature enough to be on her own, but she was, and there was no changing that truth.

      Jade had walked into the house, but not before Virginia glimpsed gray slacks and a dusty blue top. So she was still clinging to her minimalist wardrobe idea. Virginia had read about that in Writer’s Digest or maybe Oprah’s magazine before it had gone digital. Virginia herself liked a splash of color in her wardrobe. She enjoyed wearing purple or red when she was happy, and dark blue or browns when she felt sad. She fondly embraced a wardrobe with variety.

      Jade Morrow must be taking a good look around the house. Surely, she wouldn't leave the car parked on the street when the renovation had included an expanded garage. What would that be like—to lay your eyes on the house you’d purchased and renovated but never visited? Virginia couldn’t imagine.

      Virginia decided to give her ten minutes, maybe a little more, and then she’d take the pie over.

      Fifteen minutes later, she stood on Jade’s front porch and pressed the doorbell. A soft chime sounded somewhere inside the house, but no one appeared. She waited, then rang it again. This time, she heard the click of heels, and then Jade opened the door.

      “Can I help you?”

      “I’m your neighbor, Virginia Neal.” She held out her hand, and after the briefest hesitation, Jade shook it. Instead of inviting her inside, Jade stepped out onto the porch and shut the door behind her. Virginia had the briefest glimpse of beautiful wood flooring and a staircase that hadn’t been there before.

      “We met once. You probably don’t remember. I was the town librarian then.” When Jade only looked at her as if not comprehending, Virginia added, “You were here visiting your parents. It was at The Rusty Spoke. I guess you all were out for dinner.”

      “Thank you for stopping by, Miss....”

      “Neal, but you can call me Virginia. We’re not so formal in Shelby.”

      “Miss Neal.”

      “It’s Mrs. if you’re going to insist on going that route. I’m married—widowed actually.”

      “Is there something I can do for you?”

      “Take this pie off my hands. Eileen Jacobs—she’s the Episcopal minister’s wife—Eileen brought it over for you but was headed out of town. She asked me to deliver it. Fresh lemon strawberry from the local bakery.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Send me a pie?”

      Virginia almost laughed at that, but she resisted the urge. Jade Morrow seemed a bit prickly, and she didn’t want the woman to think she was laughing at her. “Eileen delivers a pie to every new resident of Shelby.”

      “Ah.”

      Virginia attempted to push the pie box into her hands, but Jade held her palms up as if to say halt and took a step back. “I don’t eat sugar.”

      “Oh.”

      “Maybe you could return it.”

      “To Eileen? She’s gone out of town. Fishing down south of here, with Jerry of course.”

      “Then maybe you can pass it on to someone else.” Jade flashed her signature smile, the one that Virginia had seen dozens of times in magazines and on television. “Now, if you don’t mind, I was just getting settled in so I’d like to get back to it.”

      “Of course.”

      Virginia turned toward the steps, then pivoted back before Jade closed the door. “If you need anything—say the number of a good plumber or where to order the best pizza—just holler. I’m right next door.”

      Jade flashed the smile one more time, and then she fled back inside.

      Well. That hadn’t gone as well as Virginia had hoped. She’d looked forward to having a new neighbor since the moment she’d seen the SOLD banner on top of the realtor’s sign. The house had been empty for over a year, and before that the older couple living there had been in and out of rehab.

      It was possible that she’d been overly optimistic about having Jade Morrow live next door.

      She made her way back home, shrugging at the cat and setting the pie on her kitchen counter.

      Virginia decided she’d give the pie to Vince and Carol the next day. She could deliver it with the casserole she’d promised to make. Though the pie did look delicious. Maybe she’d have just one piece before she shared the rest because she certainly did eat sugar, and she wasn’t about to pass on a piece of lemon strawberry pie.
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      Jade took the next several days to settle in, though there wasn’t much to do. Andrew, true to his word, had set up the furniture in a nearly identical arrangement as she’d had in New York. He’d even put the coffee mugs to the right of the sink, where she liked them. That young man was thorough, and she appreciated his attention to detail.

      The renovation of the home was exceptional. It was actually better in person than it had been in the photos Andrew had sent to keep her apprised of progress. She’d been especially worried about adding the staircase, but it looked as if it had always been there. The cherry wood banister shone in the morning light that splashed through the tall windows on either side of the front door. Her upstairs work area was exceptional, and she wondered that she’d ever made do in the spare bedroom in her condo.

      The top of the stairs opened onto a single, large open space. Windows adorned all four sides, providing her with an excellent view of Shelby. More than that, they gave her the impression of being in a treehouse. Already, she’d found that she loved to stare out the windows and watch redbirds build their nest. Her worries slipped away when she glimpsed the limbs swaying and the sun throwing dappled light through the leaves.

      Like the other spaces in the house, she’d kept her office furnishings spare. There was her desk, the same one she’d used since the very beginning. She might be sentimental about that desk. If she tossed it and purchased a new one, would she still be able to write?

      Her iMac with a new 32-inch 6K Retina display was already set up. She might be superstitious about changing desks, but she kept up with the newest technology. Her ergonomic chair had survived the move. Other than her writing area, the space held a reading chair, a large area rug, a small couch, and two built-in bookcases that were only waist high but ran the length of the room. As for light, there was a lot of it, both from the windows and lamps and from the designer overhead lighting she’d had installed. Jade preferred soft, indirect light. There was a small kitchen area in one corner of the room with a mini-fridge, a beverage center
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