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‘Main Character Energy absolutely dazzled me from the opening scene until the very last page. Poppy Banks is an immensely relatable and likable heroine on a journey of self-discovery with the potential to achieve her dreams and live her very best life in the French Riviera. Needless to say, I was hooked! I read this wonderful novel compulsively and with great joy. Highly recommend!’

Jenn McKinlay, New York Times bestselling author

‘Main Character Energy embraces the best and worst parts of writing with candor and heart. Poppy is bright and complicated and utterly enchanting in Jamie Varon’s debut’

Ashley Poston, New York Times bestselling author
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It’s your story, but are you the main character?

Poppy Banks would rather be writing mysteries than listicles for her dead-end job at Thought Buzz. After a series of rejections, she’s ready to accept life on the sidelines as a plus-size woman.

But all her beliefs about herself are challenged when the one person unwilling to give up on Poppy’s dreams-her aunt Margot-dies. Margot has left her niece a grand surprise-a trip to her villa on the French Riviera. And that’s not all. In France, Poppy learns her aunt also intends to leave her stunning villa and secretive writer’s residency to her-if she can finish her novel in six months.

As the countdown begins, Poppy realises she has more to confront than her writer’s block. Family drama, complicated romances and self-doubt all threaten to throw her off course. Poppy must decide if she can live up to her aunt’s-and her own-desire to be the main character in her own life.




To anyone who needs the reminder to be
the main character in their own life, this is for you.




PROLOGUE

When I met my aunt for the first time, I expected to hate her. After all, she had been the villain in my mom’s story since I was a kid. They hadn’t talked in nearly twenty years and every time I brought her up, my mom would shut me down. I didn’t know what caused their fracture, but my mom’s anger was enough to make me believe that Aunt Margot was the problem.

I never wanted to go behind my mom’s back and betray her trust, but when Margot contacted me in secret, I knew I had to finally meet my elusive aunt.

It was a shock to me that our first visit felt like a reunion.

I thought she’d be hard-edged and critical like my mom was, but instead, she was warm and effusive. I was pulled into her comforting orbit immediately.

We convened in Malibu on a rainy, moody February afternoon. I was twenty-three years old and hopeful, brash, naive. We ate at a cliff-side restaurant, waves crashing against the rocks below us. I didn’t know this would be the start of an annual tradition where I’d meet her for lunch once a year in February, always at the same place, the same order—a sacred ritual just for us.

“Poppy,” she said, her eyes crinkling, her hands outstretched for me to grab them. She seemed ready to cry and I sat there feeling slightly guarded and guilty. I wasn’t supposed to be here. If my mom knew I was meeting with Margot, she wouldn’t be happy. But curiosity had won out.

“Hi,” I said, and the one question that had plagued me slipped from my lips before I could stop it. “What happened between you and my mom?”

Her face clouded over for just a fraction of a second before she waved me off and said, “That’s neither here nor there. Tell me about you. What do you love, Poppy? What lights you up? Who do you want to be when you grow up?”

There was a magic to Aunt Margot. It was clear immediately. I felt myself open up like a blooming sunflower in her presence. A smile spread across my face, the initial guardedness falling away like petals to the ground.

Looking at Margot was like looking at myself in the future. Long, loosely waved, chestnut-brown hair, hers streaked with natural gray, mine highlighted by caramel coloring. Almond-shaped eyes. Hers, moody gray-blue. Mine, vibrant green. Curvy bodies. Heart-shaped faces, reddened at the cheeks. Full lips tinted a cherry red, and straight teeth.

Where we differed was that she was so at ease in her body. She made me feel stronger, simply because she was so herself. Her body wasn’t an apology. She existed as if everything about her were a celebration. She wasn’t braced for the world, like I felt I was. When she spoke to the servers at our lunches, they were all mesmerized by her. She had the kind of wide-open soul that invited everyone in. She had confidence that radiated outward. I basked in it, like it was sunlight after an endless winter.

I wanted to be as carefree as her.

I still do. She made me feel bold.

“What lights me up? Writing,” I told her, jutting my chin up. “I want to write books.”

Her face beamed into a wide smile.

“That’s wonderful, Poppy,” she said. “Are you writing now?”

“Yes,” I told her. “I’m working on a novel. A thriller, actually.”

Margot looked delighted.

“I love thrillers, too,” she said. “Who’s your favorite author?”

“PJ Latisse,” I said quickly.

Margot sported a grin and said, “Oh, I love their books.”

“You don’t think it’s silly?” I asked, my voice low. “To want to be an author? My mom thinks I’m wasting my time.”

My relationship with my mom was beginning to deteriorate and maybe that’s why I met Margot—to rebel against my mom and all her rough edges. I was realizing I could have agency over my beliefs about the world and myself. She’d spent my childhood urging me to lose weight, forcing me on various fad diets, hoping I would become thin like her. But my body was unruly then. Still is. It didn’t respond to her shame, but my mind did. And I felt cloaked in it.

My mom believed a thin body, handed over like a sacrifice, made dreams come true. Or at least, a thin body was the initial conduit for a good life. Without it, possibilities limit and dwindle. If I did nothing with my life except lose weight and find some man to marry me, it seemed like that would make my mom the happiest. She had virtually no patience or interest in my dreams or aspirations.

“Silly?” Margot asked, cocking her head to the side. “To follow your dreams? Never.”

“Mom says dreams don’t pay the bills.” I shrugged. “But I have to try, don’t I?”

“You always have to try,” Margot said with a sharp nod of her head. “It’s your life, not hers, after all.”

“Hmm,” I said, nodding. For years, I’d been writing at night, during stolen time. I’d been reading my whole life and books were my first love. All I’d ever wanted was to be a writer.

“Remember this, Poppy. For some people, it works out,” Margot said with authority. “You don’t know if it will for you until you try. If you love it, don’t give up on it. Ever. No matter what anyone says.”

“Okay,” I said, smiling, feeling supported and buoyed for the first time ever.

“Something I always say: at the very least, do it for the plot. Do it for the story. Be bold in life, mostly because not being bold is boring as hell.” Margot tipped her head back in glittery laughter and I felt my chest expand in hope.

“The last thing I’d ever want to be is boring,” I replied.

“Good.” Margot nodded firmly, then clapped. “Now, tell me all about what I’ve missed for the last twenty-three years of your life. Don’t skimp on a single detail!” Margot’s hands framed her jaw and she rested on her elbows, waiting with undisguised glee.

This Margot was the villain in my mom’s story? But, she was lovely. I spent the rest of the lunch catching her up, and she listened with rapt interest. It was the most seen and heard I’d felt in a long time.

And so, when she asked if we could meet again the next year, I said yes. And it became our annual tradition. I secreted the visits away from my mom and never told her about any of them. I kept that first lunch—and future lunches—with Margot in my pocket like a precious stone I could rub my fingers on for luck, support, and the unconditional love I longed for.




NINE YEARS LATER

February




ONE

Malibu, California

I have never once wanted to cancel on a Margot lunch until today. Normally, I look forward to these visits for months, but I drive to Malibu in standstill traffic, annoyed and wishing I didn’t have to go.

I don’t want to hear any well-meaning encouragement from her. I don’t want her to ask me about my dreams and tell me to “do it for the plot.” I just want to hide and avoid her. I’m at my worst right now and I’m nervous to let her see me like that.

And then I feel guilty that I think that way.

So, I show up, plaster a smile on my face, hug her hard, and sit across from her at our table.

The wind whips across the windows. Through the open door, I can hear waves crashing on rocks, hard and fast and dramatic. It’s overcast, and cold, with ominous dark clouds hovering just above the surf.

Perched right on the edge of the rocks off the Pacific Coast Highway, the large windows make me feel as if the restaurant is on the water, a refuge in the vast sea. Fitting, considering these secret visits with my aunt always felt like a refuge for me.

Margot and I get the small talk out of the way quickly, as usual. She tells me about France, where she lives, but gives away very few details. Even after all these years, she’s still a mystery. What does she do for work? In the past, she’s told me that she works with “artists” but has never explained further, or allowed me to pry for details. What is her life like? I’m certain she’s a creative of some kind, but I never get straight answers.

I try to ask her questions about herself, but she deflects. She spends an inordinate amount of time laser focused on me, using every precious second of our visits to impart as much wisdom as she can.

Margot sets down the fork she was using to eat our calamari appetizer. It dings on the table with intent. She folds her hands in front of her and looks at me without blinking.

“Okay, let’s get real,” Margot says. “How’s your writing going, Poppy?”

I take a nervous, long sip of my red wine. This is exactly why I didn’t want to come today. Questions like this.

“It’s. . .not going,” I say.

Her eyes narrow at me. I don’t want to tell her that last month, I made the difficult decision to give up on my dreams of becoming an author. It didn’t feel like a decision as much as an eventuality, a conclusion to be drawn after years of disappointment, failure, rejection, and years of paralyzing writer’s block keeping me frozen in front of a blinking cursor. I have mountains of student loan and credit card debt. I have no savings. I’ve been trying so hard to “make it,” I never built a life for myself. At thirty-two, it feels like the right time to give up on my dreams. That believing in them is more foolish than going after them. The weight of disappointment feels like it is going to buckle me under.

And instead of reacting to life, I want to be proactive. Giving up feels like making a choice, a line in the sand—I’ll find new dreams, a new life. I need to grow up, once and for all.

But, I’m here. Looking at my aunt now, I’m glad I didn’t cancel, if only just to be in her presence. She’s wearing an eccentric muumuu, with gold bangles on both her wrists and a chunky gold necklace. Her hair is half up in a clip, wild tendrils loosened around her face and backlit by the sea. Everything about her expresses a desire to be seen. Loud colors in expensive fabrics and the self-possession to not apologize for the space she takes up.

“What does that mean, darling? That your writing isn’t going?”

“Well, I write all day for my job, and while it’s not exactly the type of writing I want to do forever. . .”

“But, do you like this type of writing? Internet articles? ‘Listicles’ as you call them?” Margot’s tone is without judgment, but it cuts like it is.

“Hey, for a lot of people, Thought Buzz is a dream job. I mean, I get paid to write for a living. A lot of people would kill for this job.”

“Then, let them have it. You know you can quit.”

“I can’t just quit.”

“You really could,” she says. “Just because it seems like a dream job, doesn’t mean it is one for you. You want to write books. That’s been your real dream for so long, Poppy.”

“I know,” I say. My eyes sting. I take a deep breath, lowering my head so I don’t have to look at Margot’s face. “But I’m done, Margot. You always told me to try, and I did. It’s just not working anymore. I think that’s clear enough.” I scoff bitterly. “It’s time for me to give up and accept that not everyone gets to follow their dreams, and that’s okay.”

Margot erupts into laughter. She wipes away tears before speaking. I feel a touch of annoyance and know that my face betrays it.

“You do realize, darling, that you sound exactly like a person who’s meant to be a writer.” She laughs again. “You have a gift for writing. There’s a reason why it weighs heavy on you. It requires you to dig deep to get to it, and that makes it more valuable.”

I pause before speaking, and Margot lets the silence hang between us.

“It hurts to have dreams that feel impossible to achieve,” I finally say on an outtake of breath.

Margot chuckles again. “Of course it does. It’s so much easier to go through life on autopilot. It’s the easiest thing in the world. You never have to be disappointed if you never try.”

I look up at her, and my eyes are glassy.

“That’s exactly it,” I say. I laugh sharply, and then quickly rub away an errant tear from my left cheek.

Margot reaches her hand across the table, and it lands on mine. Her face creases.

“Poppy, darling, are you okay?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I feel. . .” I look down at the piece of calamari on my small plate, searching for the right words. “I think I feel. . .really lost, Margot. Like, I don’t even know who I am right now, or what to do, or how to help myself.” I exhale quickly.

She strokes her hand across mine, and I look up at her. It’s true. Years at a soul-sucking job, watching so many other people get book deals, having to pretend to be happy for authors who land on bestseller lists and publish year after year—it’s exhausting. Even more tiring, having to be ecstatic for my own brother who has the publishing reality I’ve only dreamed of.

And it’s not like I have a completed draft of a novel. It’s been years since I’ve finished anything. The tap of my inspiration and hope has run totally dry. If that’s not a sign to give up, what is?

“Poppy, you know I love you. You know I think you’re the brightest light in any room you walk into,” she says. “But, darling, why are you really not writing your book? What’s going on? Talk to me.”

I take another sip of my wine and my eyes scan the restaurant. There is a famous actress in the corner, sitting with a group of friends, and her presence is distracting. I just saw a movie of hers last week, and she is as stunning in person, if not more so. I shift in my chair, feeling that sharp pang of insecurity, like I don’t belong here. I become aware of my body, of the size of my clothing, of the way everyone else shines with thinness and vibrancy in LA. Confidence is such a fickle thing.

“It’s not that easy to devote much time to writing. I need money. I have rent to pay. Student loans. Credit cards. Electricity.” I feel my head shake. “Books don’t pay the rent,” I spit out.

She looks serious, but the right corner of her mouth goes up, as if she’s harboring a delicious secret.

“Life requires risks,” she says. “You can stay safe and make money, but you will have regrets. Or you can barrel forward, take risks, invest in your art, and maybe it will work out. Maybe it won’t. But you won’t regret it.”

“I might regret it, if I end up a forty-year-old with nothing in savings and the discards of manuscripts lying around my studio apartment.”

“Poppy, you’re too talented for that to happen.”

“Everyone thinks they’re talented,” I snap, a lot harsher than I intend it to be.

“Well, darling, not everyone is. For some people, it’s easy to give up. There are plenty of things they find just as fulfilling. But do you not think about writing from the moment you get up until the moment you fall asleep? Do you not wake up at 3:00 a.m. staring at the ceiling, anxious about writing?”

“Yes! And that’s precisely why I want to be done with it. It’s not worth all this. . .anxiety.”

“The thing that keeps you up is inspiration. It’s trying to find a way to get past your doubt and disbelief. It’s trying to find a way to access you. Writer’s block isn’t lack of ability—it’s fear.”

I narrow my eyes at her.

“How do you know all this?” I ask.

She shakes her head and waves me off like she always does when I venture into questions that are personal and revealing.

“Never mind how I do.” She deflects. “I just know.”

“You make it all sound so simple,” I say, my eyes downcast on the table, fingering the stem of my wineglass. “I try to write, Margot. I do. I sit down and stare at a blank page and it taunts me. It’s not as easy as you think—to just sit down and write. Everyone says that. ‘Just sit down and write!’ Unless you’re a writer, you just don’t get it.”

“Of course it’s not easy!” Margot says with force, and I jump. Her eyes are fiery as she continues. “It’s not supposed to be easy, Poppy. All good things require grit. I’ve spent my life around artists, and every single one of them—especially the most brilliant ones—struggle to find a way to access their potential. All of them think giving up is easier. But giving up because you don’t think you’re good enough is simply another pain to endure. Don’t make excuses, darling. Not to yourself, not to anyone. Excuses are a great way to be on the sidelines of your own life.”

Margot’s cheeks are red. And instead of feeling encouraged, I only feel angry. I don’t want any hope. I’m done with hope.

“It’s too late for me,” I say, airing out the most honest thing I feel. “I’m thirty-two. It should have happened for me already, and the fact that it hasn’t, maybe that’s my answer. Maybe it’s a sign. At my age, my peers have either made it or given up, settled down into stable jobs with partners and had a baby or two, a puppy. I have nothing—I don’t have the stable life, or the dream career. I feel like a fool sometimes, like someone holding on too tightly to an old dream.”

I feel tears sting at the corners of my eyes, like these words are trip wires to my deepest insecurities. That I am not good enough. That I am wrong in some way. That women my size don’t get the life they want, ever. That my whole life will feel like a compromise because I’m not thin. That my mom has been right all along.

Across the table, Margot stares at me intensely. The room and the ocean behind her fall away.

“Listen to me right now,” she says, her eyes blazing. “You’re in the warning zone here, Poppy. You need to be careful. If you don’t start taking some risks, you’re going to miss out on everything. It’s not too late for you. Promise me that when any good thing comes your way, you’ll say yes to it. That you’re open to good things happening to you.” Margot’s eyes are glassy, and I worry she’s about to cry. She sounds almost panicked, unlike her usual cheerful self. I feel the air shift around us. She needs me to hear her right now.

I wriggle in my chair and feel my hands go clammy. I swallow deeply.

“I promise,” I tell her, but only because it feels like something she desperately needs to hear. I don’t know if I truly mean it.

“Good,” she says, patting my hand, her features softening. “Life is made in the risks, Poppy. Remember that. It’s the foundation for the kind of wild and brave life you’re meant for, my darling girl. And at the very least, you need to do it for the plot.”

Do it for the plot. She says that catchphrase to me every lunch and it used to make me feel brave, but now it just stings.

“Okay,” I say, feeling thousands of miles away from the type of person Margot thinks I am. I nod to her, as if I am comprehending, as if I am processing.

“Can we change the subject now?” I ask, forcing a smile. “I’d like to hear about how you’re doing. You tell me so little about your own life.”

“Well,” she says, smiling slowly. “A woman needs her secrets. Remember that, no matter your age.”

From there, our conversation swims back to friendlier, lighter waters. Inside jokes, and lunches from years past, and books we’ve read recently that we couldn’t put down, me making notes in my phone of Margot’s recommendations, trying to shake off my anger and bad attitude.

I let Margot believe she’s hit a nerve. I let her think I am inspired. But unlike other years, her firm kindness feels less like inspiration and more like a stab in my abdomen.

As our annual lunch comes to a close, I walk out into the gray February chill with Aunt Margot at my side. I hug her tightly and tell her I’ll see her next year.

She grasps my hands tightly and says, “Remember, you promised me that when something good comes your way, you will say yes to it.” She insists, stares me down, like it’s vital that I agree to it again. Her eyes are wet.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

She wipes away a tear and simply says, eyes locked on to mine, “Just remember.”

“Okay, Margot,” I tell her, even though I have no idea what she means. I can’t remember the last time something really good came my way.

I squeeze her hands in mine. She nods with finality and we part, until next year.

I drive home in traffic, pierced through by our conversation, still uncertain about everything. By the time I get to my apartment, I collapse on the sofa, and start a new Netflix show that I don’t pay attention to at all, scrolling my phone instead. I do whatever I can to strike every bit of her encouragement from my mind. Margot was trying to help, I know that, but maybe I am beyond help.

I don’t feel bold. Or brave. Or open to good things. Or like the brightest light in any room. I think Margot sees what she wants to see in me. I’m not who she thinks I am. And I’m not going to take her advice this time.

If I’m being honest, part of what has kept me going these past nine years has been Margot’s unwavering faith in me, and I feel this sort of hot resentment about that. Like she lied to me that things would work out. They hadn’t. And maybe it’s a sign of maturity to accept that.

Scrolling my phone mindlessly, I see my older brother, Jackson, has posted a selfie with his newest book. It was Jackson’s first book deal that was the initial blow to my confidence. I was twenty-eight at the time, working an undemanding day job so I could write as much as possible. I hadn’t known Jackson was also writing a book. Or that he wrote, at all. It was this little secret he had, something that I would come to find out he and my mom shared together. Jackson got injured in high school and lost his football prospects, so while he was healing, he read. A lot. Then reading led to writing, and my mom spurred him on, all while she tried to talk me out of my own writing aspirations.

I remember I was in my small studio apartment in LA looking at dishes piled in the sink when Jackson called with the news of his first book deal. I was already raw that day. I’d received another agent rejection in my inbox only a few hours earlier.

That rejection was one of 150-something agents that had told me no for the thriller novel I’d worked on for three years. I’d been trying to find an agent for a year with no movement at all. Every rejection made me feel smaller and smaller. And then, that year became another year, and one hundred fifty rejections turned into over four hundred.

I never told anyone in my family about the rejections, especially not my mom, who would have looked at me with an I-told-you-so expression. I let the no’s pile up, shame coursing its way through me. But that’s how the world works, I thought. You hope that someone like Jackson who had everything in high school might peak early, but no, he gets handed everything. Doors are flung open for him. Jackson didn’t just write romance novels—he reinvented the genre. Jackson didn’t just hope to be successful—it was expected that he would be. As a man, as a white man, as a white man who fit the all-American mold, to the literary world, it was like he was a gift to them. And in turn, I had to prove myself that much more.

I stood in my kitchen while Jackson told me he got a high six-figure, multibook deal, and I collapsed on the ground without realizing what happened. I choked out a strangled congratulations, told him I had to go, and shook with sobs. It was an outsize reaction, but it felt like he’d stolen something from me.

I’d always compared myself to Jackson and had felt lacking. My cool older brother with his dorky younger sister. In high school, I wasn’t Poppy Banks. I was just Jackson’s sister, the one who sat cloaked in his shadow. Writing had been my thing. My way to distinguish myself. Jackson getting the book deal I’d always dreamed of, it felt like I was never going to catch up. And it leaked all the inspiration from me like a deflating balloon. Everything I would do from that point would be compared to Jackson. He’d taken from me the one thing I loved more than anything else.

And then as the years passed, my mom’s beaming pride toward him, her bragging about his accomplishments felt like another betrayal. His debut novel shot to number one on the New York Times bestseller list and stayed there for a dizzying fifty-two weeks. And then, there was the movie adaptation. It was just like in high school, but worse. The golden boy of the family and me, somehow always on the sidelines, watching, burning with envy.

The only writing I’ve done since then is for my job at Thought Buzz. But listicles and clickbait hardly count. At least, they don’t count to me. I took the job at Thought Buzz a few months shy of my thirtieth birthday, thinking a different kind of writing would distract me enough that the writing I actually wanted to do would somehow sneak up on me. I thought if I just stretched the writing muscle, the novels would pour out of me. Take the pressure off.

It did not work.

If anything, Thought Buzz made me loathe writing. The commercialization of it. The pretense that it was a dream opportunity, when it was, in actuality, exploitative to its core. Young writers with big aspirations having to scoop out their trauma to serve it up in the form of a personal essay that assholes all over the world would comment on.

Meanwhile, Jackson kept publishing books. Friends of mine got book deals. I seemed to drift into the shadows even more. Which is how I ended up here, giving up. Because, at least, that’s a choice I get to make. At least I can go find something else to want that hurts less.

Remembering this all feels like touching a tender wound, especially after my emotional lunch with Margot. I sense that clawing need for escape, disassociation—and quickly.

I start a new thriller show on Netflix, comforted, distracted, and ready to get pulled into someone else’s sad story for a while.

So, this is what it’s like to give up on the life you thought you’d have—and finally settle for what you’ve got. To realize your aspirations and dreams are foolish, and grasping tightly on to them is hurting you more than helping you.

It’s surprisingly easy to turn off the tap of hope.

That’s it. I’m done with writing novels. The decision is made. It’s official. Done with hope. I make a solemn promise to myself: no more writing. No more thinking about writing, even. I might be disappointing Margot, but this is my life and I’m tired of feeling like this. I can’t keep beating myself up. It’s over. Clean slate. Fresh start.

I feel a hollow sort of relief wave through me.




AUGUST

Six months later




TWO

North Hollywood, California

It’s late morning on a sunny Saturday, and I’m just about to put coffee on when my phone rings. It’s my mom. I groan. I can’t remember the last time I actually wanted to answer a phone call from her. This will either be a guilt-trip, or a reminder to do something I don’t want to do, or something else that June Banks can conjure up to ruin the start of my weekend.

I slap a smile on my face to give my voice the cadence of cheer.

“Hi, Mom,” I say.

“Hi, Poppy,” she says, her tone unclear. “I have some news.”

“Oh?” No doubt it’s about Jackson’s fourth book-release party tonight, an event I’m dreading. I don’t want to go. Just like the three before them that I’ve attended, everyone will fawn over and congratulate me on Jackson’s success—it’s unbearable.

“I know you didn’t know her, but I just thought I should tell you. Margot passed away yesterday.”

I gasp, and nearly drop the phone, my hands trembling. My mom delivers the news casually, as if my whole world hasn’t been ripped apart. This isn’t the moment to tell her that I knew Margot. I feel like I can’t even breathe, never mind speak. I hold back an onslaught of tears.

There’s a long silence, the shock of it hanging between us, and I finally hear my mom tut.

“Poppy?” she asks, sounding annoyed. “What’s going on?”

My throat is still constricted. I feel dizzy, my vision blurring. Margot is. . .dead? I just saw her six months ago, alive and beaming and vibrant. This cannot be real. How can this be happening right now?

“How did she die?” I ask, trying to keep my voice even.

“I don’t know,” Mom says, in a tone that is so cold it feels like a slap. I realize they were estranged, but to be this casual about your own sister’s death? It’s unfathomable. I feel as though a hole has opened up at my feet, and I am plunging into it. “Poppy, do you want to meet us at the house, and we’ll go to the restaurant together tonight?”

“I’m not going, Mom.” The words come out calm, steady. And even though it feels like a small decision—to decide I will not do something that hurts me just to please my family—it feels monumental. Because, before my mom even speaks, I know exactly what she’s going to say, and I brace myself for it.

“Of course you’re coming,” she says. “This is a big night for Jackson.”

“It’s always a ‘big night’ for Jackson,” I say, pacing the length of my small kitchen. My heartbreak has quickly morphed into rage toward my mom.

I hear her intake of breath, a sign that she’s winding up a biting critique of me. It says something that our conversations are this predictable, except usually I cower to her and do whatever she wants. But not this time. The idea of going to Jackson’s party, knowing I’ll never have another annual lunch with Margot—I can’t bear it. I truly cannot. I hold back a sob.

“You know, Poppy, listen to me,” Mom says, serious. “Don’t take it out on your brother that you never became a writer.”

I step back in my kitchen as if I’ve been pushed. My eyes start to sting in the corners. I feel a sick combination of terrifying grief and abject rage.

“You’re right,” I say, incapable of holding my anger back any longer. “I shouldn’t hold it against him that you supported Jackson’s writing right away and yet tried to talk me out of my dreams for years. I seem to remember a very supportive mom saying: ‘Big girls like you don’t get to have their dream lives; do you want to go on Atkins together?’”

She breathes heavily into the phone, like a bull about to charge.

“You’re an adult, Poppy, a little too old to blame me for your failings. It’s my fault that your life hasn’t panned out the way you wanted it to?”

“If the shoe fits,” I say, shrugging, knowing I’m being petulant. I feel as if I might collapse to my knees. “Hard to forget when your own mom doesn’t support you.”

“Support you doing what, Poppy? You’re thirty-two, single, and flailing. What’s there to support?” I double back. I don’t fully understand what has happened between my mom and me, but it feels like there is a massive chasm between us. And no matter what I do or say, that chasm widens. I’ve tried to be the good daughter, the good sister, always showing up, always shoving aside my inconvenient feelings, but now I realize I will disappoint my mom either way. And I might as well stop disappointing myself, too.

“Great. Thanks for the call, Mom. I’m not coming tonight. I can miss one night of fawning over Jackson. He’ll be fine,” I scoff loudly. “He has plenty of admirers,” I spit out.

“Very mature, Poppy,” she says. “I guess I’ll see you at lunch Sunday, unless you have a reason to not go to that, too.”

I slump my shoulders, and agree, because I can’t seem to disappoint my mom twice in one phone call. I tell her I’ll see her then, already dreading it. And when the phone call ends, I slide down my kitchen counter, land on the floor, and fall into pieces. The sound of my sobs echo around me, and I burrow my face into my hands, wiping away fat, salty tears with the sleeve of my shirt.

Aunt Margot is gone?

Gone.

I didn’t get to say goodbye. Her last memory of me was disappointment. Our final lunch, I left frustrated with her, for seeing me so transparently. For trying her best to encourage me. And nothing has changed since then. I haven’t moved forward in any significant way.

In many ways, I’m further down the hole. I quit writing to try to find something else to do with my life, and I haven’t done anything. What do I do now? Where do I go from here? I have to just go to work on Monday morning, as if nothing has happened? I have to just carry this alone?

I feel stunned with grief.

I’ll never see Margot again.

I’ll never be able to tell her how much she meant to me.

I get up from the floor, sit down on the couch, and I sob more.




THREE

West Hollywood, California

On Monday morning, I meet my best friend, Mia, just before work. We often convene at our favorite coffee shop close to where we both work. She has a job in the building next to Thought Buzz. When I arrive, Mia is sitting at a small table in the corner, with two iced lattes. Her light blond hair is cut just above her shoulders, and she’s wearing a short-sleeved shirt, which shows off the many tattoos she has on her slender arms. Just seeing her, I exhale. Once I get to the table, she stands up and I fall into her arms. She hugs me tightly.

I spent most of my weekend drinking too much wine, watching too much TV, and doing too little of the things that might have made me feel better.

I look at Mia and feel at least a small bit of comfort. Her eyes are moist in the corners.

“I’m so sorry, Poppy,” she says. Mia is the only one I’ve told about Margot’s death. She’s the only one who knows about my Margot lunches.

“I feel like I knew Margot, too,” she says, wiping at her right eye. “I wish I could have met her.”

“Me too,” I say. “She would have loved you.”

“How are you holding up?”

“Not great,” I reply. “I spent most of the weekend in shock, thinking about the last conversation Margot and I had. I feel like she left disappointed in me, Mi.” My voice hitches.

“She didn’t,” Mia says. “I know she didn’t. Margot wasn’t like that.”

I take a sip from my latte through a paper straw and look out the window to my right.

“I don’t know what to do, Mia.” I look down at the table and make a dramatically anguished face. Mia smiles despite herself.

“About what?” she asks.

“All these feelings. My life. Myself. Everything.” I slump down on the chair. “I’m sick of myself. I gave up on the novels, but I still haven’t done anything else. I’m just stuck in place.”

“Maybe that’s a good thing,” Mia says. “Maybe that means you’re ready to make some changes.”

“I just wish I knew what to change. I want a direction. I want a sign. I want someone to hit me over the head with something that I can’t say no to.”

“Don’t we all?” Mia laughs. “Everyone wants a path to land on our doorstep, and all we have to do is walk down it and, poof, life is figured out.”

“Exactly,” I say, smiling tentatively at her. “You get it.”

“Of course I get it,” Mia says. “Also, your mom’s reaction? What was with that? Does she really not care that her sister passed?”

I groan. “I really don’t know,” I say. “Sometimes I feel like I don’t know my mom at all. To not express a single emotion—it makes me kind of worried for her.”

“No kidding.”

“I’ll ask her about it, and she’ll probably bite my head off, but at least she’ll know I’m thinking of her.”

“Good luck,” Mia says, and smiles ruefully. She is kept abreast of every detail of the complicated relationship I have with my mom, and she knows that anything emotional or sticky is bound to be a battle with her. My mom is so closed off to her feelings, and in turn, I am an emotional hurricane. It’s bound to be complicated between us at times. She just does not see life the way I do.

“Okay, we’re gonna be late. Time for work.” Mia taps her watch.

“I don’t want to go,” I say, groaning. I roll my eyes. Mia actually likes her job as a graphic designer for a cool creative agency, so she stands and makes a show of pulling me up. We start walking toward our offices. It’s bright and warm outside, and both of us quickly throw sunglasses on as if the sun is burning our retinas.

“Margot told me to quit my job,” I say, looking ahead at the squat office building coming into view.

“Maybe you should? You hate it.”

“It would be very irresponsible. And it’s the last bit of writing I’m doing. I hate that I want to hold on to that still.”

“Thought Buzz did not turn out the way you expected. I think you can find something better.”

“Can I?”

“Yeah, and sometimes being irresponsible is exactly what you need to do, to find what makes you happy,” Mia replies. Happy? I’d settle for feeling just okay at this point.

“Yeah, maybe,” I say, as we hug and split off toward our respective buildings. We wave to each other, knowing the rest of this conversation will continue at some point in the day, either by text or over lunch. Mia goes to her private office, and I find a hot desk in the middle of the fray, annoyed and irritable before I even sit down, as I brush off someone’s crumbs from the only spot that’s open. Whoever invented the open-concept office layout needs to be psychologically tested.

A Slack chime pierces my train of thought. It’s from my boss, Gareth.

“Come to my office. Now, please,” he writes.

I look down at my computer and type “sure, on my way” and roll my eyes.

Being called into Gareth’s office is the worst part of my job. He’s my boss, and he’s nearly ten years younger than me. Most times he calls me in for the most inane requests. I’m betting today is no different. I have even less patience for it than I usually do, which is saying a lot.

I sit across from him, set my notebook down, and take him in. He’s a clean-cut white man with cropped brown hair and blue eyes, like he should work in finance but ended up in editorial somehow. Gareth is always in a suit and tie, regardless of how casual everyone else dresses in the office, including me. It’s a hot day, and I’m wearing a short floral skirt with a square-neck black T-shirt, and white tennis shoes.

“Poppy, I need to talk to you about something,” Gareth says, smiling to show his perfectly straight, bright white teeth.

I smile back, my jaw clenching with it. Nausea from both my emotional hangover and my disgust of Gareth starts boiling around in my stomach.

“What is it?” I ask, as upbeat as I can muster.

“Your page views are dipping. You need more clicks, something viral.”

I grind my teeth. “Okay,” I say. This is the job. Generating clicks. But damn, I hate this job so much. And yet, I need this job. I need the money, even if it’s not a lot of money. My stomach roils again, anxiety taking hold. I feel trapped.

“I need you to write for the hate-click, you know? We’re not here to write fluff or happy stuff. We need to be edgy,” Gareth says, so excitable it makes me cringe. “No political correctness. You know our ethos is free speech. I’m so tired of woke culture. Start coming up with topics that will piss people off. Push the envelope.”

“But I don’t want to put more hate out onto the
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