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            Chapter One

          

          VICTORIA

        

      

    

    
      This is it, I think. This is how I die—utterly humiliated because of my mother.

      I’ve been saying for years that she was going to put me into an early grave, but mostly I was kidding.

      But now, because of her, I’m ten feet up in the air and grasping a massive oak limb for dear life. My fingers are slipping as my legs dangle below me, the skirt of my traitorous knit dress rucked up around my waist as the moon shines above me like a spotlight.

      Okay, fine. This is not entirely because of my mother. It’s also because I’m a big fat chicken and refused to draw any more fire from her by walking out the front door like a woman with her dignity intact. But the walls of this house were closing in, and I was sick to death of her rubbing my nose in my mistakes, and those last words she said to me made me snap my champagne glass in half.

      What you fail to grasp is that your bad decisions reflect badly on this whole family. I won’t always be around to fix your mistakes.

      Honestly, that woman was born on a high horse. But in the Griffin house, you have to pick your battles. Sometimes, that means biting your tongue and climbing out the second-story window of your childhood bedroom.

      Hanging by my fingertips, I grit my teeth and try once more to locate another limb with my foot, but it’s no use. My legs swing in the air as the bark bites into my palms.

      Awesome.

      Laughter erupts inside the house and I freeze, certain that Mom’s friends have spied me and are simultaneously clutching their pearls and whipping out their cell phones. This house, one of the oldest in Jasmine Falls, is a two-story Georgian with windows that stretch almost floor to ceiling—it’s a regal home. A historic gem that has survived a dozen hurricanes, two fires, and plenty of parties as awful as this one. As a teenager, I slipped out this way a million times—stepped out onto this limb, walked it as easy as if it were a balance beam, and then shinnied down the trunk like a squirrel.

      Tonight, though, I’m not so limber.

      The din inside the house rises again, but it’s only music and the usual gossip that always bubbles over once the champagne starts flowing. Tonight, my mother’s fancy spring soiree just happens to coincide with the implosion of my career—and that means Mom’s in damage-control mode. More than fifty people are crowded inside, and in the last hour, they’ve all heard my mother’s version of how I cancelled my wedding, broke off my engagement, and left my lucrative job at a top-ranked real estate firm.

      For the record, I stand by those decisions. Mom, however, thinks they represent a string of unforgivable failures—and a personal attack on her reputation. Elaine Griffin holds herself to an impossible standard of perfection: perfect job, perfect house, perfect marriage. So, of course she’s always held my big sister Gwen and me to that same standard. I know perfection is an illusion, but our mother might actually die—burst into flames like a vampire in sunlight—if her flawless facade ever fell and everyone in town saw she’s just as imperfect as the rest of us.

      That’s why she cornered Sheila Jenkins to insist that I’d make an excellent addition to Sheila’s real estate firm and would certainly bring some of my biggest clients with me. Mom’s trying her best to spin the news about me leaving my job and ex-fiancé so that it resonates like fiery independence and not a Titanic-sized disaster.

      Some days, it feels like both.

      I wriggle like a worm on a hook, trying to get my skirt to fall down enough to cover my backside—because the Jasmine Falls rumor mill does not need to know what my lacy undies look like—but the dress is caught on a branch and won’t budge.

      Cursing, I struggle to walk my hands down the limb toward the trunk, but I’m losing my grip.

      “Vic!” someone whisper-yells. “What the heck?”

      In a blink, my hand slips and I yelp as I crash to the ground.

      I land so hard in the grass that it rattles my teeth. My free fall was less than ten feet—but my backside will have an ugly bruise tomorrow.

      My sister Gwen steps out of the shadows, her big blue eyes wide. “You okay there, champ?” she says.

      I wince as she pulls me to my feet.

      “How’d you know I was out here?” I ask.

      She arches a brow. “I was hiding out in the study and saw your lily-white legs dangling out here in the moonlight. Thought you might need an extraction.”

      I grunt, brushing the grass from my dress. “Mom’s dialed up to eleven. I’m done.”

      Gwen grabs my hand, pulling me into the back yard. “Come on, before everyone comes out to see what crash-landed out here. Pretty sure they heard you clear across the county.”

      “You’re hilarious.” I grab my shoes and follow her toward the treehouse, our hiding spot since we were old enough to climb.

      It’s more like a deck than a house, with solid floors and waist-high rails. There’s no roof or walls, but the dense trees hide us from view. Once we’re up the ladder and sitting side-by-side on the floor, Gwen pulls a flask from somewhere in the folds of her dress and offers it to me.

      “You’re like a cartoon character with impossible pockets,” I say. “What else do you have hiding in there?”

      She shrugs. “All the essentials. Including Logan’s favorite scotch.”

      “Can’t hurt,” I say, taking a big sip. “I feel like I’ve been hurled from a catapult.”

      Gwen’s navy dress fans around her. She's effortlessly beautiful, all curves and soft edges. Her hair’s cut in a cute bob that makes the curls extra bouncy—something my hair will never achieve. Tonight, I coaxed mine into waves, but as I run my fingers through it now, I pull out a couple of twigs.

      “So what drove you to the emergency exit?” Gwen asks, sipping from the flask. “Usually, I’m the one who bails early.”

      “First Mom tried to get Sheila Jenkins to hire me—after telling her a masterful story about how Theo bullied me out of Rayanne’s firm after I dumped him.”

      “Ugh,” she groans.

      “Agreed. I’d rather bathe in lava than work for Sheila Jenkins. Her sales record is amazing, but she’s about as fun to be around as a nest of angry hornets that have been set on fire.”

      “Didn’t her partner just leave?”

      “Yep. Opened her own firm in Florida. And she’s crushing it.” I take another sip of scotch, and it burns a path all the way to my belly. “Then Mom told Marcia Roberts that I dumped Theo because he left me—and I quote—unfulfilled.”

      She snorts. “Well, that’s true. In a sense.”

      “She’ll do anything to cover up my mistakes to save her precious reputation,” I groan. “Theo’s a jerk, but I don’t love having Mom go into jackal mode and use the rumor mill to spread lies.”

      “If anyone deserves to see Mom reach her final form, it’s Theo,” Gwen says. “I’d argue he’s getting precisely what he earned.”

      Gwen’s accustomed to being the target of our mother’s ire even more than I am. Mom expected both of us to be flawless: from hourglass figures and straight-As to impressive careers and trophy husbands. Gwen caught more scorn because she openly defied Mom’s wishes, whereas I caved because it meant less fighting. When Gwen opened a bakery, I let Mom push me into real estate. When Gwen dated guys with tattoos and scruffy beards, I went out with the boring sons of Mom’s friends just to keep the peace. Now that Gwen’s dating Logan and running a booming business, some of the heat’s off her. But that means it’s squarely on me.

      “That’s how Mom works,” Gwen says. “She thinks if she pulls enough strings, she can fix what’s broken.”

      I snort. “Yeah. Right now, she thinks the broken thing is me.”

      “She’s wrong,” Gwen says, her blue eyes glittering.

      “Maybe,” I mutter. My breakup was no tragedy, and I refuse to play the sad, wounded woman—a shell of a human at age twenty-eight. Mom thought Theo was my perfect match, but that’s because he shared her impossible standards for every part of his life—including me. And when I finally realized that Theo was resentful of my success and that his version of marriage meant me giving up my career—well, that made leaving him a no-brainer.

      “Mom got me that job with Rayanne,” I confess. “They were sorority sisters at Vanderbilt back in the day.”

      “But Rayanne kept you on because you’re excellent at what you do. Mom had nothing to do with that part.”

      I shake my head. “It set a bad precedent.” I’d let Mom pull those strings when I was twenty-three because I was struggling in a dead-end temp job and wanted to stop living off ramen noodles and grilled cheese sandwiches. Back then, I’d thought she was truly trying to help me, but now I know better. She was embarrassed that I wasn’t making a name for myself fast enough. Mom’s always been controlling of both me and Gwen, but I’d assumed it would stop when we were out of college.

      I was dead wrong on that one.

      “I never should have accepted her…help,” I say, choking on the last word.

      Gwen lifts a brow. “We both know how it would have gone if you hadn’t. She’d rather die than stop holding us to her impossible standards.” She smoothes a fold in her dress. “She thinks that molding you into a version of herself is going to make you a success and preserve her legacy.”

      “That is literally my worst nightmare.”

      She gives me a sad smile as the night birds twitter around us, the leaves rustling in the warm breeze. This is one of those perfect spring nights where the air’s losing its chill and the stars shine a bit brighter. Everywhere you look, there are blossoming flowers and new leaves, and the whole world feels alive with new growth. Spring always makes me feel hopeful and tenacious, like I can tackle anything.

      At least, it used to make me feel that way.

      “She said she didn’t raise me to be a quitter,” I grumble. “Told me I run as soon as things get hard.”

      Gwen frowns. “Leaving a toxic relationship is not being a quitter. You know that.”

      “I told her I was doing what was best for me.”

      She points her finger at me. “That’s exactly right. And don’t ever forget it.”

      I pick at a tiny hole near the hem of my dress. “What Mom thinks she knows about us could fill an ocean.”

      Gwen snorts. “But what she actually knows might fill a teaspoon.”

      For example, Mom didn’t know that Theo tried to mold me into his perfect image of a wife and constantly undermined me to preserve his massive ego. He hated that I outperformed him at Rayanne’s and that I actually made friends with my clients. He was manipulative in that way that narcissists always are: they make you feel cherished one minute, like you’re the best thing that happened to them. In the next, they’re making you feel like a villain for having the audacity to not give in to their demands. He made me feel bad for standing up for myself and communicating my own needs—whether that was wanting to take a weekend trip to the coast by myself or disagreeing with him on how we should handle renovations of our house. The longer we were together, the more his resentment of me grew. Once I realized he was never going to change, I bailed.

      And the job Mom thought was so great? Staying at Rayanne’s firm made me feel comfortable (mostly) and meant I wasn’t Mom’s primary target anymore. But it meant that I had to keep working with Theo—and that was a hard no.

      Once Theo was out of the picture, I felt free. Now I want to cut out all of the other parts of my life that are a mismatch, too.

      “What’s really going on with you?” Gwen says. “The Victoria I know would stomp right over to Mom and tell her where to shove her spin before she dropped the mic and flounced out of that party Real Housewives-style.”

      I let out a heavy sigh because she’s not wrong. Stifling my own needs has become my default, and I don’t want that anymore.

      “I’ve been wasting my life,” I mutter. There’s a hollowness in my chest that I can’t explain, but I’ve been feeling it for months.

      “Whoa,” she says. “Big leap. Back up, sweetie.”

      I shake my head. “Mom’s been trying to reframe all of my missteps to everyone here—and I gotta say, Gwennie, laying them all out like that just makes it super clear that I’ve been on the wrong path for a long time.”

      Like, since the second I let Mom get me that job with Rayanne’s real estate firm.

      Gwen sighs. “You’re a force of nature. Don’t let Mom convince you otherwise.” She reaches over and taps her finger to my temple. “Don’t let her in here. You’ll have to burn a truckload of sage to get her out.”

      “You know the worst thing?” I say. “I don’t think I even like real estate anymore. Maybe I never did.”

      She nods but doesn’t look surprised.

      “I’m good at it, but it doesn’t bring me joy.” I stretch my legs in front of me, feeling defeated. “I want what you have. I want to do something that truly makes me happy.” I sigh, feeling this envy, this want, deep in my bones—and then instantly feel a wave of guilt because my sister deserves to be happy, and I love that she’s built this amazing life for herself. “I want to be passionate about something, the way you are with the cafe. I want to do something that has purpose.”

      “Oh, honey,” Gwen says.

      “I just wish I knew what that something was.”

      She slides closer to me and places her hand over mine. “I have no doubt you’ll find your happy,” she says. She means well, but her words are a knife in my chest because I’m not sure of anything anymore. I feel like I’ve been doing everything wrong. I’m so far off my path, I can’t even see it anymore.

      “I’ve been looking at job listings everywhere since I left Rayanne’s,” I confess. “but nothing appeals to me. It’s like I don’t know myself the way I thought I did. I feel unmoored.”

      “To be fair, you’ve had a lot of upheaval in a short amount of time.”

      She’s right, but it doesn’t make me feel any better. When I broke off my engagement with Theo back in December, it blew up my whole life. I moved out of our house the very next day. A week later, I left my job with Rayanne, in part because Theo had convinced everyone in the office that I’d entered my villain era. He could be charming when he wanted, and he had all of our colleagues under his spell.

      Theo didn’t respect me, and he’d never truly seen me as his equal. He’d been threatened by my success and expected me to sacrifice my career for our marriage. It wasn’t until I saw Gwen with her new boyfriend Logan that the truth really sank in. And that moment galvanized the fact that I wouldn’t just be settling with Theo—I’d be sacrificing my identity and squeezing myself into this mold he’d made for me. Realizing that on the day of our wedding wasn’t the best timing ever, but leaving him was my only option.

      After the wedding debacle, I moved back into my house at the lake, next to Gwen. I’d been renting it to Logan, but once I broke things off with Theo, Logan ripped that lease in half and insisted I come back to my home. Gwen won the lottery with that guy, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little jealous of that, too. Everything in Gwen’s life seemed to be falling into place while mine felt like it had been blown to smithereens.

      “I have to find a job soon,” I mutter. “I’m burning through my savings.”

      “My offer still stands,” she says matter-of-factly. “You can be the cafe’s marketing strategist and social media wunderkind. Logan would pay you an obscene amount of money to do it.”

      “And I do appreciate it,” I tell her. “But I can’t let you do that. I have to do this on my own. I have to find what lights me up.”

      She nods in agreement. I could do the job she offered—easily. But I know it’s not my path. I didn’t blow up my life just to settle again.

      That dwindling savings, though. It’s a beast with big teeth.

      “What about that job your friend Roxy called you about?” Gwen says.

      I laugh. “Director of a kids’ camp? Come on. I don’t know what to do with kids.”

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit. Kids would love you. Your skill set extends way beyond real estate and marketing.”

      “Please. I don’t know the first thing about teaching kids. Mom’s dead right on that one—I’ve got zero maternal genes.”

      She sips from the flask and frowns. “You need to stop letting other people define you, babe. Screw that noise.”

      “Scotch makes you sassy,” I quip. But she’s not wrong. The problem is, now that I’ve let go of everyone else’s expectations of me, I don’t recognize myself. I’m not sure what I want.

      “Sometimes getting out of your comfort zone is the best way to shake something loose. No one ever grew from being comfortable. Ask me how I know.” A chime splits the air, and she digs through the pocket of her dress to pull out her phone.

      “It’s not fair,” I say. “You got all the curves and all the brains.”

      “One hundred percent false, and you know it.”

      “You’re a good sister, Gwennie.”

      “Giddy up,” she says, pulling me to my feet. “Logan’s here to break us out for real. He’s parked across the street.”

      “He really leans into the knight in shining armor thing,” I tease.

      The tiniest blush touches her cheeks. “He likes to be protective,” she says. “Even though he knows I don’t need rescue.” She smirks, but I know she loves having a partner who makes her a priority.

      I hope one day I’ll have that, too.

      But right now, it’s time to make myself a priority. It’s time to find my happy.

      I just need to know where to look.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          VICTORIA

        

      

    

    
      Back at home, I change into my pajamas, pour myself a glass of wine, and collapse onto the couch. The lights are still on in Gwen’s house next door, so I can see her moving around the kitchen with Logan. I love living next to my sister, but sometimes it feels like staring at the sun. She’s got this great life doing what she loves, and now she’s got Logan, who encourages her to shine even brighter. She’s always been super talented at baking, immensely creative, and a whip-smart entrepreneur—even though she never would have described herself that way. Our mother was really good at making her doubt herself.

      Once she met Logan, though, it was like she finally started to see herself the way the rest of her friends already did—like a total dynamo who can build whatever life she wants for herself. I’m so proud of her, and also friend-jealous. More than anything, I want to feel the contentment that she feels now. I want to go to bed each night happy with the knowledge that I’m doing something that makes the world a little brighter.

      Gwen’s words echo in the stillness: No one ever grew from being comfortable.

      I need to be braver. Think bigger. Take a leap.

      Pulling my phone from my pocket, I text Roxy. It’s after eleven, but I’m feeling bold. And maybe desperate. Sometimes, the two overlap.

      Hey, I write. That job you told me about at the camp. Is it still available?

      Her notifications are turned off—probably because she’s spending her Saturday night doing something fun and not falling out of trees with her skirt above her head. I should have taken the job when she offered, but it seemed like a bad fit. Me, in the wilderness. With kids. It sounded like one more thing I’d fail at. One more way to be humiliated.

      Ever since Theo, I feel like I can’t trust my gut anymore. I came so close to marrying a guy who undermined me, belittled me, and made me feel small because my parents had made me think that was normal behavior. I chased perfection because being wrong was bad, but being perfect meant being loved. So I spent years working endless hours in a job I didn’t like because it felt like one I should be grateful to have. I’d fooled myself into thinking that I’d needed those things—worse, that I wanted them.

      But I was wrong. What I wanted was for my mom to tell me I was good enough. That I could stop trying so hard and just enjoy my life. And now, after so many years of living the life someone else told me to live, I don’t know who I am.

      This job with Roxy still feels like a long shot, but when I think of how far Gwen’s come in the last year, I can’t help but think that maybe a long shot is exactly what I need to move forward.

      I just hope it’s not too late.

      

      When my phone rings for the sixth time, I grind my teeth so hard it’s a miracle I don’t crack a molar. My mother has already left me five voicemails, demanding to know why I left her party last night without saying goodbye—and without meeting Dan Sterling, another person she thought could somehow salvage my career.

      Ugh.

      Five voicemails, and it’s not even ten in the morning.

      I pick up the phone, ready to set up a new boundary that she’ll delight in tearing down when I see that it’s Roxy calling.

      “Hey, stranger,” I say in greeting. I wince as I climb off the bar stool at my kitchen island because crashing to the earth has indeed left one mighty bruise.

      “Hey yourself,” she says. “I didn’t get your text until this morning.”

      “Yeah, about that,” I say, biting my lip. “I was thinking more about that job you mentioned and thought maybe I was too quick to say no. Is it still open?”

      She blows out a heavy breath. Roxy and I met right after college, when we were working at the same temp agency in Charleston. We were roommates for a couple of years until I moved back to Jasmine Falls. Hiding anything from her is impossible because she knows all of my tells, and she knows when I’m feeling desperate. With my bills piling up and my savings dwindling, I’m determined to get myself back on track.

      And she knows that, too.

      “I wish I could say yes,” Roxy says. “I’d bring you on in a heartbeat, but they just filled that position with someone in-house.”

      My heart sinks. It feels like the universe is toying with me. I finally came around to see that it was offering me an opportunity only to have it snatched away.

      “Surprised me, too,” she grumbles. “You’d have been better.” Her espresso machine whirs in the background. She still lives near the College of Charleston, where she’s the director of a program for students interested in STEM. A few weeks ago, this job sounded like too much of a leap. Now it feels like a life raft.

      “Is there anything else?” I ask.

      “Not right away.” She pauses, her spoon clinking as she stirs her coffee. “Except for a temp position that opened up, but I can’t imagine you’d want⁠—”

      “Does it pay money?”

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “I’ll take it.”

      She laughs. “Don’t you want to know what it is first?”

      “I’ll make your coffee and handle your emails. No problem.”

      Roxy snorts. “My inbox would make you curl up and cry.” She sips her coffee loudly and then says, “The open job is an activities director at one of the camp locations. Someone backed out last week. I was going to post the position tomorrow.”

      “Keep talking,” I say. I’m not into tons of physical activities unless you count pacing in frustration and doing yoga every blue moon, but I can fake it.

      “It’s our astronomy camp near Pisgah,” she says. “In the North Carolina mountains.”

      Deflated, I mutter, “I don’t know anything about astronomy.” I can fake a lot of things, but not physics. Unless their activities involve making model solar systems out of styrofoam balls and florist’s wire, I'm out of luck.

      “You wouldn’t need to,” she says. “That’s the instructor’s job. Each satellite camp has a partnership with us. They have dorms or cabins for sleeping quarters, plus classrooms, research facilities, and whatever else the kids need. They let us use their spaces for the three weeks that we’re there, and we bring our own support staff—the instructors, the site director, and some admin and activities staff.”

      “So I’d be like a camp counselor?”

      “Kind of,” she says. “We have one male and female admin who stay in residence with the kids, and then plan and lead their non-academic activities. That’s the open position. The woman I hired is a senior at NC State and got this summer internship studying sea turtles in the Caymans. I can’t be too annoyed because that’s a legit career move, and this woman loves sea turtles the way some girls love unicorns. Plus, who would say no to a summer in the Caribbean?” She slurps her coffee. “You’re way overqualified for this job, and it doesn’t pay anywhere close to what you’re worth, or what you’re used to. But if you want it, it’s yours.” She says that last part like she knows how dire my situation is.

      I cringe, thinking that I’ll likely be the oldest person there, with the possible exception of the instructor. Usually, these positions are filled by college students.

      “Actually,” she says, “there’s a full-time version of this director job that’s going to be posted later this summer. If you’re interested, then this is a great way to get a leg up because they’ll want to see some experience with kids. You could consider this session your trial period.”

      “I don’t have to know anything about stars?”

      “Nope.”

      “How old are the kids?”

      “Seventh and eighth grade,” she says. “They’re great kids—thrilled to be there and geek out with each other at science camp. They’re bright and well-behaved, and this is the highlight of their year. The most mischievous thing they’ll do is build a moon rover out of roller skates and an old satellite dish.”

      Pacing in the kitchen, I think of the summer camps I went to as a kid. Swimming in the lake, roasting marshmallows, telling stories around a campfire. Do kids still do those things at camp? “Full disclosure, I’m not a natural with kids,” I tell her, because truthfully, I never know what to do around them. “And you know I’m not outdoorsy, either.” The original position I was interested in involved marketing strategy—not kids. What Roxy’s describing is a million miles outside my comfort zone.

      She laughs. “Babe, you can manage anyone. These kids will be a breeze. And the activities are just meant to get them some outside time. Low contact sports, hiking, canoeing, scavenger hunts—that sort of thing. You could do this in your sleep.”

      I bite my lip. When was the last time I went hiking? Working in real estate meant working some crazy hours—the only way I got my steps in was by doing back-to-back showings all day. “That sounds doable,” I say at last, because I really need it to be.

      “Plus, your counterpart is like the prince of the wilderness,” Roxy says. “He’s been working with us for a few years, and he’s a total pro—and a super nice guy. You can tag team, and I’m sure he’ll take on anything you’re not comfortable doing. And the site is gorgeous—staff get a day off each week and have mornings off, so you’d have a little time to yourself. It’d be like a mountain retreat for you, too.”

      Lately, I’ve been feeling like I have more than enough time alone, but I keep that thought to myself. Some fresh air in a place that is not Jasmine Falls might give me the clarity that I need to figure out my next move. I can’t even remember the last time I took an actual vacation, but this is more than that. This is a chance for discovery. A big leap. I need to embrace it and be brave.

      Because brave is the only way forward.

      “Okay,” I tell her. “Let’s do this.”

      “Super,” she says. “I’ll email you all the details. The camp starts June third.”

      “That’s two weeks away.”

      “Is that a problem?”

      “Nope,” I tell her. “Not at all.” Probably, the sooner I get out of here, the better.

      When she ends the call, I flop back onto the couch and tell myself, You got this, Griffin. You can do anything for three weeks.

      You can do hard things.

      You can take big leaps.

      I’ll keep saying it until I believe it’s true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          NOAH

        

      

    

    
      I knead the dough tenderly, just like they do on the bake-off. That show’s one of my guilty pleasures, and watching it always makes me hungry. I’m no gifted baker, but somehow I’ve learned to make edible bread—and the rosemary garlic is my favorite.

      Now that I finally have a day off and zero obligations, I’m prepared to bake this loaf, open a new bottle of my favorite bourbon, and watch the sunset over the inlet behind my house. I’ve spent the last two weeks doing last-minute planning for this year’s summer camps, and the first one starts on Monday.

      Today might be the last day off I have until September, so I plan to make it count.

      I turn up the stereo because it’s the Stones and “Sweet Virginia” is best sung at top volume, loud enough to rattle the glasses in the cabinet. Just as Mick and I hit the chorus, there’s a pounding on the back door by the patio. I brush my hands off on my apron, leaving my loaf to proof one last time, and open the door.

      My sister Hannah freezes, her hand poised to pound on the door once more. Her brown curly hair is wild from the humidity, her blue eyes wide. Her cheeks are flushed, like she’s been running. It’s already hit ninety degrees in Charleston, which is a record for us.

      “Hi,” I say, but it comes out like a question.

      “Why aren’t you answering your phone?” she says.

      “Kind of have my hands full.”

      She narrows her eyes, taking in my tee shirt and beat-up jeans, the fine dusting of flour that covers most of my skin.

      “I need a favor,” she says, just as her dog bursts through the door, nearly knocking me over as she tears through the kitchen, dragging her bright pink leash behind her. “Opal, sit!” Hannah hollers, and the big black and white sheepadoodle skids to a halt, teetering backward on her haunches as she stares at me, tongue lolling.

      “Hannah, if you⁠—”

      “Jason and I had a fight,” she says, “and I can’t stay in that apartment one more minute. Can I please crash with you? Just for a day or two until these murderous thoughts pass and he gets his act together.”

      “Sure,” I say, because I can never say no to my little sister. Even when she’s still wasting her time with this Jason person, who always finds new ways to disappoint her.

      Hannah’s a genius coder, and she can obviously do so much better than this idiot just by randomly picking someone out of line down at the Music Farm one Friday night. But this is not my decision to make.

      “Thank you,” she says. “You really are the best. Is that bread you’re baking?”

      I turn just as she yells, “Opal, no! Down!”

      Paws on the counter, Opal noses around the pastry mat toward a pile of chopped rosemary and half a garlic bulb that she would desperately like to taste. She stretches her tongue as far as she can to reach a stick of butter as Hannah claps her hands and rushes over to intervene.

      “I’ll just grab a few things from the car,” she says, getting all four dog paws back on the floor before heading back out through the living room. Opal follows her, and when the front door slams shut, she comes racing back into the kitchen with my hiking boot in her mouth.

      “Give me that,” I say. She huffs and runs back into the living room, tail wagging.

      Chase is her favorite game.

      When I turn down the stereo, I hear my cell ringing. Roxy’s name flashes on the screen, and I pick up just as I see the string of missed text messages, mostly from Hannah. My boss doesn’t make a habit of calling me on weekends—except when camp season starts. Then all bets are off. There’s always a last-minute crisis of some kind.

      “Hey,” I answer. “How’s it going?”

      “Good news,” she says. “I found a replacement for the astronomy camp.”

      “Oh great,” I answer. Probably a college kid with this short notice, but that’s okay. Roxy’s a good judge of character, and most of our college staff have worked out just fine.

      The front door slams. From the living room, Hannah yells, “Opal, drop it! Now!”

      “Have they done a camp with us before?” I ask.

      “No,” Roxy says. “But I know her, and I think you two will get along great. We go way back, actually. She’s awesome.”

      Opal’s claws clack on the hardwood as she flies through the kitchen, carrying my ruby ficus plant by the trunk, dirt falling in clumps behind her. She’s yanked it right out of the pot and is delighted to show me.

      “No!” I yell, lunging for the dog as the plant drops a leaf.

      “What?” Roxy says.

      “Sorry, not you,” I say. Then I cover the speaker and yell, “Hannah, come handle your beast!”

      I try to corner her as I tell Roxy, “Doodle drama. You were saying?”

      “Her name’s Victoria,” Roxy says, just as I close in on Opal. She snorts with glee and darts under the kitchen table, dirt clods falling all around her. “She and I have been friends for years, and she was thinking of applying to this other job in admin. But she missed the deadline, so I talked her into filling in for Maura to get her on board. She’d be excellent to have with us full time, but for right now, we have her at the Blue Ridge site.”

      “Sounds good,” I say, lunging for the dog. She gives a playful bark and skitters past me, my poor ficus wobbling in her teeth. I raised that plant from a sprig, and now it’s about to be snapped in half by the world’s cutest tornado.

      “She’s a great fit,” Roxy says. “You’ll like her.”

      Another crash comes from around the corner. “Sure thing,” I tell her as I head into the living room, dreading what I’ll find. Opal’s just over a year old and tries to eat everything she can get her mouth on—the last time Hannah brought her over here, she ate two of my wool socks, three bananas, the first two chapters of The Shining, and half of my leather belt.

      It made for an unpleasant evening.

      “I’ll let you go,” Roxy says. “Just wanted to let you know you now have a full staff again.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her. “I appreciate you doing that. Sophie and I would have managed, but having three makes everything so much easier.” I tiptoe toward Opal, who’s now lying on her back on my sofa, chewing on my boot while she gives me some overly dramatic side-eye. The ficus lies at her feet, a heap of soil on the sofa and another on the rug. The front door opens, and Hannah comes in with a rolling suitcase and a laptop bag, her eyes widening as I wave my arms at her and point to the disaster unfolding a few feet away.

      “Of course,” Roxy says. “I wouldn’t leave you high and dry. Talk soon, okay?”

      “You got it.”

      When I hang up, Hannah cringes. “Sorry,” she says. “We did zoomies before we came in the house. I thought she’d just flop down and take a nap.”

      From the sofa, there’s a loud urp. That doesn’t bode well.

      I rake my fingers through my hair and head back into the kitchen to open that top-shelf bourbon. And then I realize what Roxy said:

      Victoria.

      An old friend of mine.

      It has to be a coincidence, right? This couldn’t possibly be my Victoria.

      Well. Not that she was ever really mine. We were best friends in college, but then I managed to wreck that beyond repair. So I never had the chance to tell her that I was completely in love with her. I shake my head to clear the thought because as often as I considered bumping into Victoria Griffin again, the odds of it being at a camp in the middle of nowhere are less than zero.

      She’s not a second chance I’ll ever have.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          VICTORIA

        

      

    

    
      Two weeks later, I’m driving to the Blue Ridge Astronomical Institute, a research facility that’s on a mountaintop nestled deep in the National Forest. Approaching it feels like going into some secret government facility that isn’t supposed to officially exist. Just a few hours’ drive from Jasmine Falls, it’s not truly in the middle of nowhere. Not completely. It’s twenty minutes from the nearest town, but after winding up the mountain on a narrow two-lane road for what seemed like a hundred years, it feels like I’m in a remote location best suited for a horror movie.

      When the road turned to gravel, I was certain I was lost—but then it emptied into a clearing with a cluster of buildings arranged like a tiny college campus. To my left is the ring of radio telescopes, all pointing in the same direction. One has a smiley face painted on the inside, grinning up toward whoever might be watching from above.

      Another narrow paved road carries me past a group of 1950s-era buildings made from concrete and glass. At their center is a wide meadow with a small pond and a walking trail. Two wood-shingle cabins are to my right, nestled in the evergreens.

      My online snooping taught me that the institute has a dozen researchers who work here full time with state-of-the-art labs and observatories. Plus six radio telescopes that are the pride of the Southeast. When the cabins aren’t being used by camps like the College of Charleston’s, they’re used by visiting scientists from around the world.

      I park my small SUV next to one of the cabins, where there’s a hand-painted welcome sign made of poster board taped to a folding table. A black pickup truck and a red mini Cooper are parked nearby, both covered in dust from the gravel road.

      All around me is lush green: the trees, the grass, the broad-leafed shrubs. Massive evergreens seem to stretch a mile above the clusters of laurel and rhododendron at their feet. Jasmine Falls is in the Lowcountry, close enough to the coast to have Spanish moss in the trees and a hint of brine in the air. Here, the air is crisp and cool, not heavy and humid like it is back home. Overhead, one puffy cloud floats in a sky that’s a striking shade of Carolina blue.

      The buildings look dated, but the view behind them takes my breath away. Beyond the giant firs and pines, the mountains are undulating tones of blues and greens, as vast and serene as the ocean.

      A rabbit hops out of the brush near me, just as the sun passes from behind a cloud and illuminates the bright green of the meadow.

      “Okay, now you’re just showing off,” I say to the sky and head toward the nearest cabin. But I can’t deny the spark of joy that warms my chest. The thrill of starting over.

      “Hello,” I call, stepping inside. There’s a kitchenette and a lounge area by the front door, a long hallway extending beyond. The interior looks like it hasn’t seen an update in about fifty years, and smells musty in that way that old libraries do. The walls are a mix of dark paneling and off-white paint, and the chunky dorm-like furniture looks about as comfortable as granite.

      “Oh, hi,” a voice chirps. “You made it.”

      A young Black woman, twenty-two at most, strides toward me and extends her hand for me to shake. “I’m Sophie. The admin. You must be Victoria.” She’s a couple of inches taller than me, lean with bright eyes that crinkle at the corners when she flashes me a warm smile. “We’re just getting settled in the office and going over some ideas for the week. Did you get lunch on the way? The cafeteria made us to-go boxes, so I have one for you, too.” She shoves a handful of braids over her shoulder, and I note that several are purple. She has the cool-counselor vibe, big-time.

      “Thank you,” I say. “That’d be great.”

      “Your room’s this way,” she says, leading me down the hallway. “It’s not fancy, but it’s semi-private. You’re at the one end of the building, and I’m on the other. In theory, that means we can keep a better eye on the kiddos.”

      “How long have you been doing this?” I ask.

      She turns the corner and grins. “This is my third year as an admin. But I came to these camps as a student, years ago.” She’s practically glowing, like this is her happy place.

      “Wow,” I say, already feeling out of my depth. The hallway also looks like a dorm, with signs on the doors that have the campers’ names written in marker, decorated with stickers and glitter. At the end of the hallway, Sophie stops at a door that has an identical sign with my name on it. She leads me inside, pointing out the basics—the bath, the switches for the lights over the bed, the baseboard heater under the window.

      “Rustic, but cozy,” she says. “I sleep like a baby here.”

      Rustic is a generous term. Fallout-shelter-chic is more like it.

      “There’s extra bedding in the closet here,” Sophie says. “Plus some blankets. A first-aid kit’s on the desk there, and a flashlight. It gets pitch-black out here at night, so don’t go without your flashlight.”

      “Got it,” I say.

      “The kids start coming in tomorrow morning at eleven,” she says. “Airport shuttles start rolling in earlier, but everyone should be here by five p.m. We’ll have some informal activities tomorrow as the kids arrive and then orientation after dinner.”

      I check my phone for the time and see there’s no service.

      Sophie nods and says, “You won’t get much of a signal out here. There’s a landline in each cabin, and you’re welcome to share that number with anyone who might need to reach you.”

      “Oh,” I breathe. Three weeks with no cell service?

      “It’s amazing,” she says, as if reading my horrified expression. “You can leave the whole world behind when you come here. Just us and the animals and the stars.” She says this with absolute glee while my stomach clenches like a fist.

      Sophie is clearly a Very Outdoorsy Person. Everything about her screams wilderness, from her navy camp-style shirt that has buttons everywhere—on the chest pockets, above the elbows, on little straps that hang below the rolled cuffs—to her sleek hiking pants that are a cross between leggings and cargo pants with zipper pockets on either side. She smells like citronella and has the kind of muscular thighs one earns by climbing over boulders and biking uphill.

      Sophie looks right at home in this place. She doesn’t seem one bit concerned about bears, rockslides, or falling into a nest of venomous snakes and not being able to use a cell phone to call for rescue.

      I shift in my sandals, thinking that my knit skirt and tank top aren’t the wisest choice in clothing. Sophie’s wearing hiking boots that look like they could carry her right over Everest—and she’s here as the lead admin. From what Roxy told me, Sophie’s job is mostly mission control, keeping the whole operation running smoothly from behind the scenes.

      “This session’s going to be awesome,” she says, and I do admire her enthusiasm. So far, this place’s vibe is like Friday the 13th meets Real Genius, and I’m not sure which part of that is more unsettling. It’s not hard to imagine these genius children pulling some A-level pranks on me—or to imagine any number of threatening creatures lurking out in the woods, waiting to jump out and eat me for dinner. Either way, I’m squarely out of my element, and the urge to run back to my car and drive down the mountain is strong.

      But I won’t do that because I can’t let Roxy down. I keep my word, and I can do hard things. I’ve handled clients who were meaner than rabid raccoons, for heaven’s sake—this should be a cinch. It’s only three weeks, I tell myself. You can do anything for three measly weeks.

      I take a deep breath, willing myself to relax. But everything in my chest stays wound tight like a spring that’s ready to pop.

      “Why don’t you get your things inside and get settled,” Sophie says. “And then we can all meet up to talk about tomorrow’s orientation—say in twenty minutes?”

      “Sounds great,” I say, forcing myself to sound chipper.

      She gives me a thumbs-up and heads back down the hallway, her boots thumping against the ancient linoleum.

      Even her footsteps are confident.

      I massage the knot forming near my shoulder, where it always appears when I’m anxious, and open the blinds at my window. My room is on the back side of the building, and because of the steep hillside below, I’m looking straight into the treetops. My new home is a box of wall-to-wall wood paneling that’s just big enough to hold a dresser, a small desk, a single-sized bed, and a chair made from molded plastic. Made up with pale blue linens and a thin coverlet, the bed looks like it belongs in an old motel. And when I sit on it, the springs make an ungodly screeching sound. Far from fancy, but I’ve stayed in worse—mainly in college, when taking road trips with friends meant staying in the cheapest places we could find.

      The tiny bathroom has plain white fixtures and dove-gray linoleum. The only spot of color is a set of mint-green towels that feel like sandpaper. But the room is clean, and there are even tiny hotel-sized bar soaps and a small vase with a cluster of laurel and honeysuckle. Someone’s made an effort to make this room feel cozy—probably Sophie. After splashing some cold water on my face, I run my fingers through my hair to tame the frizz and head outside to unload my car.

      As I open the back door and set my first bag on the ground, a deep voice says from behind me, “Hey there
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