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      For Eugenia Stuckey

      You were an amazing grandmother, and you

      taught me so much. But mostly I remember that

      you loved me and you were proud of me, and

      that’s the important part.
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      A lot of you preordered The Setback right after The Reboot… It helps authors so much when you preorder, so thank you!!

      But.

      I decided to write a bonus book that wasn’t planned. It’s called The Surprise. It became book 6, and this one moved back to book 7. It’s NECESSARY to read The Surprise before you read this book, The Setback. So if you haven’t read The Surprise yet, DO NOT start reading this one. Go back and get The Surprise first!

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue: Abigail

          

        

      

    

    
      From the moment we’re born, human beings are governed by fear. You can practically see the terror in a baby’s eyes when you yank the bottle away too soon. When a parent walks away, even from a toddler, they’ll often cling to your leg and sob.

      You’d think that as adults who can walk, talk, and feed ourselves, that ever-present fear would abate, but the more we’re capable of doing, the more our fear grows. With increased knowledge and capability comes an increased understanding of just how many things can go wrong and just how bad things can really get.

      In fact, as a lawyer, almost my entire job is to mitigate risk. . .which means dealing with plans to try and limit people’s fear of the future. Over the years, I’ve seen a lot of things go sideways. I’m called in after the fact too, to deal with the fallout.

      Divorce. Death. A lawsuit. A will that doesn’t say what you expect.

      But if I’ve learned one thing in my forty years of life, it’s that humans don’t—can’t—find joy while living in a state of fear. It’s a natural state, and yet, we somehow need to find a way to overcome it.

      The world is scary.

      Terrifying, really.

      Bad things happen at least as often as good things.

      The sky, sadly, really is falling most of the time. Chicken Little had that part right. But we can’t huddle in a bunker or wear crash helmets and football pads all the time. It’s not a good way to live.

      We have to square our shoulders, hold our heads high, and march into the unknown as bravely as we can, secure in the knowledge that while setbacks will happen, if we keep moving forward, we can conquer that fear that seeks to ruin everything that matters.
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      Forty-seven people, including my parents, turned me down after I made my initial business plan and started looking for investors. Banks. Individuals. Mentors. Friends. You’d think the rejection by my mom and dad would have hurt the most.

      But actually, the one that stung the worst was my boyfriend.

      His parents owned one of the biggest regional banks in the entire state, and I knew that he could convince them to take a chance on me. Except, he didn’t even try. Clearly, he didn’t think it was a good enough proposal.

      Finding a path forward after all the doors closed may have been the most important lesson I learned in business. There’s always more than one way to accomplish something, especially if it’s essential. I’m unfailingly surprised by how creative people can get when something really matters to them. Starting that first company mattered more to me than anything ever had.

      When my parents wouldn’t loan me the money, I borrowed it from myself. I leveraged my own trust fund, which Dad and Mom didn’t know I knew about, and I went all in.

      It was the best gamble I ever made.

      “I’m telling you, the numbers aren’t there.” Mandy folds her arms. “Gold Strike was always supposed to be a healing retreat. It’s for women only, and women don’t care about dude ranches.”

      I cringe. “Please stop calling it that.”

      “Why?” She arches one crotchety eyebrow. “They call ranches that for a reason. Dudes like them.”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not at all sure that’s why it’s called a dude ranch, but I don’t even care. Women are empowered now. If you really want a retreat that can compete with David Park’s, we need to offer comparable amenities.”

      “You want to copy him,” Mandy says, her tone flat and her eyes flinty. “You can’t beat someone by copying them.”

      “Actually, you can. You just have to do what they’re doing better than they are,” I say. “But in this instance, I’m not suggesting that we copy. This area has very little to offer other than the majesty of its unique scenery. Sure, it’s remote, but that just means there are ninety million other places just like it all across America.”

      “David won’t budge,” Amanda says. “I already asked him. Remember?”

      I hate the smug look on her face, like if she asked him and he said no, that’s the end of it. Does she really think that the power his childish crush on her gave us is the greatest strength we have?

      “If I can convince him to sell us the Ellingson ranch and find something closer to his location?” I lift both eyebrows.

      Mandy throws her arms up in the air. “Yes, girl, when pigs fly, you can have your dude ranch for our women’s retreat.”

      That’s all I needed to hear. It grates that I have to get approval from them—I really hate working with people, but since Mandy owns the land for the retreat, I’m stuck. I stand up.

      “Where are you going?”

      I arch one eyebrow. “I’m going to look into buying some wings.”

      It takes me a day to prepare, but the next morning, I march into David Park’s resort with a slim brown briefcase.

      “Where’s Mr. Park?” I spear the very young, very green-looking concierge with a pointed gaze.

      He splutters.

      I look around, noting the check-in counter’s location, the placement of the elevator bays, the spa and the gym layout, as well as the dining options. I close my eyes and think back on what I saw of the layout on their website a few days ago. “I bet the offices are that direction.” I point.

      His eyes widen, and he shakes his head. “You can’t go back there without an appointment.”

      I laugh as I breeze past him.

      The poor kid’s totally horrified by my actions, of course, but he’s not brave enough to stop me. In life, most problems can be solved by ignoring the idiots and doing what needs to be done. I can’t help wondering how long it’ll be before security shows up. I have more than enough time to turn the corner, head up the two flights of stairs—elevators aren’t a good bet when you’re uninvited—and duck into the main administrative office suite.

      David Park’s office isn’t at the back of the suite as I expected. He is in a corner, but the entire workspace is open. There aren’t interior walls or even cubicles. There are several desks intelligently placed, each of them with a person hard at work, staring diligently at screens or talking earnestly on the phone.

      A dark-haired man’s smiling in the large corner office area as he chats on the phone. I always forget how slap-you-in-the-face handsome David Park is. His hair’s thick and he’s due for a cut, I imagine, but even so, it looks like something out of a print ad. The shaggy ends of it fall across his forehead almost artfully.

      His jawbones are nearly a work of art, especially against the curve of his jaw. And if he didn’t smile so often, his mouth would be devastating. As it is, he looks far too approachable. Easy-going and fun bosses can’t get things done. He was annoying in business school, and he’s been even worse of a nuisance ever since I came here.

      That all ends today. Once this is done, I’ll be able to breathe easier.

      “David.” I don’t bother checking in with the secretary at the front.

      Every head in the room snaps up, and the smile slides off David’s face. An almost impressive frown replaces it.

      “I’ll call you back,” he murmurs into the phone as I walk up.

      “We need to talk.” I don’t sit down. We can’t do it here, in the middle of this stupid fishbowl. Hippies like to run offices this way, as though somehow egalitarianism has a place in the office. It’s an irksome new fad, and I’m not at all surprised this idiot has bought into it. He probably wants his employees to think of him as a friend, too.

      David leans back in his chair and looks up at me, seemingly unconcerned that in this position, I tower over him. “Then talk.”

      I glance left, and then slowly, I glance right. “Here?”

      He shrugs.

      I shake my head tightly. “This is a private conversation.”

      He leans forward, bracing his arms on the desk surface. His cuffs are rolled up, and I can’t help noticing that he has a surprising amount of muscle in his forearms for a Harvard alum. “Is it, now?” His sideways grin irritates me even more than it usually does.

      “It’s business.” I drop the briefcase on the edge of his desk. “But I’d rather not make it public business.”

      His sideways smile spreads into a full-blown grin, for some reason. “Alright, alright. Where did you want to talk, then?”

      “Do you have some place with walls?” I arch an eyebrow. “Or do those block the feng shui of your workplace?”

      He stands up and starts walking.

      If he thinks I’m going to follow him like a baby duck, he’s lost his mind. But then, if I stand here like an idiot, or worse yet, outright ask where he’s going, I look equally idiotic. I ball my fingers into a tight fist, my carefully manicured nails digging into my palms. Before he’s gotten very far ahead of me, I stalk after him, hating the act of following him without a clear understanding of where we’re going.

      It’s not really a surprise. I’ve always hated David Park.

      He acts like he either doesn’t sense the social and business rules in a given situation, or even when he does, he intentionally ignores them. Luckily, we haven’t gone very far when he hangs a right and gestures to a door with a placard in front of it: conference room.

      Would it have killed him to say we were going to the conference room? I shove past him and into the room, taking the seat at the head of the table.

      David freezes, as if he’s mildly annoyed at my usurpation of his seat, but he lets it go. Again, he has the air of a magnanimous king or something.

      I can’t help my nostril flare, even though I despise giving signs of how annoyed I am. “This won’t take long.”

      He leans back in his chair. “Good to know, since you didn’t have an appointment.”

      I slide the brown briefcase toward him. “I’m buying the Ellingson ranch.”

      He smirks in the most irritating way possible. “I believe I told you that it’s not for sale.”

      I roll my eyes. “Everything is for sale. This is double what you paid, in cash. You can use it for anything you want, and it’s just your incentive to sell to me. I’ll also pay you exactly what you paid on paper.” I lean toward him. “And I’d be happy to buy this resort from you as well.”

      David isn’t smiling now. He’s frowning. He’s even hotter when he’s frowning. I’ve so seldom seen it that I didn’t realize how much more handsome he is when he’s angry until right now. “Why on earth would you do that?”

      “Do what?”

      “Above all else, you’ve always been a very sharp business woman. If you spend three times its market value buying the Ellingson ranch, you can’t possibly make this business deal revenue positive.” Somehow, as he spoke, his frustration turned into curiosity.

      I lean toward him. “Not all business deals make sense on paper. Didn’t you learn that at Harvard?”

      He tilts his head. “I mean, if you have the right paper, they do.”

      I laugh. “Yes, if I’m taking a loss here, there must be a reason.” I sigh and glance at the ceiling. It would be better if he were a complete dolt. He’s just smart enough to be a pain. “David, you don’t want to fight with me. Just leave.”

      “How do you know?” His eyes are flashing now.

      “How do I know what?”

      He sucks air through his perfect teeth. “Maybe I do want to fight with you.”

      I can’t help my laugh, but it’s not fluffy and charming. It’s bitter and hard, like the bark of a seal. “You wouldn’t make it a single round. Trust me, David. Take the briefcase and go home. You have no reason to stick around anymore.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “No? Last I checked, I have a resort here that just opened, and—”

      My voice is low and way cooler than I expect it to be when I say, “She’s getting married, David.”

      He freezes. “She’s engaged,” he says. “There’s a difference.”

      “I know that English isn’t your first language.” It’s not really a fair statement for me to make. His English is flawless. “But for you, it means the same thing.”

      “No one self destructs like an alcoholic rock star,” he says, “and weddings are stressful.”

      I bang my hand on the table. “You can’t be that pathetic.”

      “No?” He doesn’t look pathetic when he leans back again, stretching slightly. “You don’t really know anything about me, Helen.”

      I love how it sounds when he says my name, which makes me furious. “I know enough. Take the cash windfall and leave me alone.”

      “Why do you want me gone so badly?”

      “The Flaming Gorge area is quite small. You’re not even a billionaire,” I say. “But you’re still rich enough to be obnoxious.”

      “So it’s your sandbox, is that it?” I hate how impassive his expression is. He leans toward me, sliding the briefcase away. “The thing is, I was playing here first.”

      I want to slap him. “My sister’s living here. She’s pregnant. Her friends and kids are all here.”

      “Did anyone ever tell you that money can’t buy everything?”

      “People who say ignorant things like that are positively moronic.”

      “You want to be here because your family’s here,” David says. “That’s not a monetary reason, which is why you’re doing something that’s patently unintelligent on paper.” He smiles. “This may be the best thing I’ve seen since business school. I doubt any of our classmates would even believe me if I told them Helen Fisher was trying to buy me out of her teensy family town so she could reign supreme.”

      “I could buy and sell your entire family.” I glare. “Just take the money, David, or things will get ugly. Very, very ugly.”

      “And I can’t even go one round, right?” He smirks, and then he shakes his shoulders a little, like a boxer warming up before climbing into the ring. “You know, for some reason, the more you say things like that, the more I want to find out for myself.”

      “Are you really sticking around here for Amanda Brooks?” I can hardly believe I’m asking him that. I don’t really care why he’s sticking around, except that clearly I haven’t yet found his price. That’s probably why I’m asking. You can’t beat your opponent until you understand their motivations. “She’s so mid.”

      “Amanda Brooks dazzles,” David says. “She’s vulnerable in a way you never will be.”

      “Vulnerable? If that’s what you want, I can find you a whole host of cute women whom you could save while still making a lot of money.” I stand up.

      David stands up, too, his eyes flashing again. “Thanks for the offer, but I’d rather die than date someone you chose for me.”

      “I suppose the white knight needs to pick his damsel-in-distress for himself.” I roll my eyes.

      “Why are you really still here?” David asks. “It can’t be easy for you to run your conglomerate chop shop from the middle of nowhere.”

      Chop shop? I should be pissed off, but instead it makes me laugh. “I’m bored with that.”

      As I say the words, I realize it’s true.

      It’s boring to dice and slice companies that are struggling until they’re profitable, and then to sell the pieces that didn’t fit to other dupes who think they can use them. Admitting that hurts, because it means that I’m really, really good at something that I don’t even like doing anymore.

      “You’re bored with seeing the patterns in the piles of unintelligible accounting documents and making billions in ways no one else I’ve ever met can?” David’s not frowning or smirking now. He looks. . .intrigued. “I didn’t expect you to say that.”

      “I’m kidding,” I say. “Of course it’s hard to rule the world from here, but my sister needs me right now.”

      “I heard she was sick,” he says. “But I thought I also heard that now she’s fine.”

      Mention of Abigail being sick makes me feel. . .strange. My knees weaken, and my heart races, and I want to slap him. “She’s fine. Everything’s great.”

      “I’m glad.”

      “Why are you really sticking around, David?” He’s standing two feet away from me. Surely he can be honest about his reason. “Amanda Brooks is marrying someone else, and you have zero ties to anyone here. Your company’s headquarters are in California. As hard as it may be for me, my people do whatever I say, and I answer to no one. Your family must be livid that you’re still here.”

      His lips compress, and he nods slowly. “Helen, I’ll tell you this. The more you push me to go, the less likely I am to leave.” His grin’s irritatingly boyish. “My sister would tell you it’s my most annoying trait.”

      His sister. I can’t contain my grin. “Will she, I wonder?”

      David’s face falls.

      “Will she say that, I mean?”

      He shakes his head. “Do not call her, Helen. I mean it. Tattling to my family is below the belt.”

      Ah, he’s sticking with the boxing analogy. He’s even cuter than I previously realized. I lean in closer and whisper slowly. “But I’m not really a boxer, David, and I don’t follow any rules but the SEC’s. ‘Below the belt’ is actually my sweet spot.” I glance down toward his belt for good measure.

      When his face flushes, my grin widens. The briefcase full of incentive money almost always works, but even when it doesn’t, it helps me flush out the real chink in my opponent’s armor every time.

      “Nice chatting with you today,” I say. “I’m sure you’ll be in touch soon.” I wink at him before leaving, and his fury just makes me happier.
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      Eddy told me his parents were miserable, but I didn’t realize what that meant. My parents are a disaster and always have been, but they do love each other. I think. In their own selfish ways.

      Eddy’s parents seem to detest everything about each other.

      It’s difficult to decide what frosting and cake flavors you want for your wedding cake when the people who come with you to taste it don’t let you get a word in edgewise. They’re too busy arguing to let Eddy or me say a single word.

      “This is supposed to be chocolate frosting?” Eddy’s mother asks. She curls her lip. “Really?”

      “It’s chocolate mocha,” Eddy says.

      “I think it’s delicious,” his dad says. “It goes great with that darker cake.”

      “The fudge,” I offer.

      “The one with the texture of rubber?” his mother sighs. “You have no taste at all. You’d eat glue if it was chocolate flavored.”

      Eddy’s eyes widen and his head tilts. He’s pretty clear with his nonverbal communication. I told you we shouldn’t have brought them.

      But I had insisted. I figured they’d make an effort to get along with other people around. Boy, was I wrong. “Okay, well, I thought it tasted rich and delicious,” I say.

      “Surely you don’t want a chocolate wedding cake,” Eddy’s mother says.

      “Not everyone has to do whatever you say,” Eddy’s dad says. “Stop harassing her and let her choose what she likes.”

      “She asked us to come with her.” Eddy’s mom folds her arms. “She wanted my opinion.”

      “We’re picking two cake flavors,” Eddy reminds them. “One for the wedding cake, and one for the groom’s cake.”

      “Wait, does that mean we gotta pay for it?” his dad asks, peering at the price list.

      “No one has to pay for it,” the baker’s assistant reminds us. “We’re offering the cakes free of charge, because Mrs. Brooks is going to document the wedding plans on her Insta.”

      Eddy’s dad pulls on his right earlobe. He does it every time something confuses him, and lately, I’ve been worried that he’ll pull it right off.

      “Remember?” I say. “Most of the wedding expenses are comped because I’m doing posts about the wedding. It’s my job, or at least, it used to be my full-time job.”

      “I just don’t really understand why,” Eddy’s dad says. “It’s not like people can buy their cake on Instagram.”

      “Look, Dad, you said you had to get back by one o’clock, right?” Eddy’s hating this. Maybe next time I won’t try to involve his parents by letting them know when these things are.

      His dad and mom give us their last-minute thoughts—his dad calling the chocolate mint cake ‘that green one,’ and the coconut guava ‘the piña colada cake’—and blessedly leave.

      Eddy doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to.

      “You were right.” I sigh.

      “I’m telling Mom you cancelled the dress shopping trip.”

      “But Abigail can’t come, and without your mom—”

      “Maybe your mother could go with you instead.”

      “I would rather die.” I could invite Mandy, but I’m still angry at her at odd intervals, and so far, every time I’ve thought about having her pick out my wedding dress, I’ve wanted to throw a glass of champagne at her face. I know she was kind of the reason I got over myself and I’m getting married at all, but I’m still mad at how she got me past my hangups.

      If I don’t find someone to help me go shopping soon, I’ll be stuck with Helen. That might be worse than my mom.

      Luckily, once his parents are gone, Eddy and I have an easy time picking the cake flavors. “For the wedding cake, I was thinking the strawberry—”

      “Champagne.” Eddy’s smile is broad. “I knew it.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He takes another bite of that one with his fork and closes his eyes, speaking around the mouthful of sugar. “It screamed Amanda from start to finish. Delicious, but light and understated flavor. Flecks of real strawberries with a lovely beige color.” He shrugs. “And that strawberry garnish with the sparkly gel stuff?”

      Champagne is my signature item—it’s in my Insta name, after all. I scrawl the flavor down on the paper they gave me for the wedding cake. “And for the groom’s cake?”

      “I was thinking the blackberry elderflower,” Eddy says.

      I burst out laughing immediately. “Sure you were.”

      He chuckles. “You caught me. Not really my style.”

      “The black forest? Or the fudge with mousse frosting and strawberries?”

      “Am I really that predictable?” He scowls.

      “People love chocolate.”

      “I do like to give the people what they want,” he says.

      “That you do.” It’s actually one of the things I love about him. He knows me well enough to guess that I want fancy and light and froofy, but he wants his pick to be something everyone else will like. Eddy’s beautiful and simple and crowd-pleasing, which makes him a really good foil for me.

      Plus, he appreciates strawberry champagne for what it is.

      I write Black Forest on the ‘groom’s cake’ line with a flourish.

      “Do you prefer cherries to strawberry?”

      “It felt like too many strawberries otherwise.” Eddy spears a strawberry with his fork. “They’re nice enough, but what if someone’s allergic or just doesn’t like them? Now they have options.”

      “What if they don’t like fruit at all?”

      “They can scrape it off,” Eddy says. “I can’t solve the world’s problems.”

      On our way home, the private investigator I hired calls. He’s proven to be pretty useless so far, and today’s no different. He found a few more citations and a misdemeanor by my dad that’s three years old now.

      “Still nothing?” Eddy’s driving, but I can still sense his judgment.

      “I should have taken Helen up on her offer to loan me her guy. I think this one’s not very competent. Or maybe he’s too legit.”

      “Isn’t Helen’s guy the one who finds dirt, and if he can’t, he fabricates it?”

      “You did look like you were holding a drink, and the photos of you and that woman weren’t fake.”

      “They were just part of the tour publicity.” Eddy’s jaw muscles work.

      “But anyone who can’t find actual dirt on my family is not doing his job.”

      “He found parking tickets, speeding tickets, library fines, and that crime.”

      “It was over a year ago, and it was petty shoplifting. They’d never run all the way to me for something like that.” I shake my head. “No, none of that explains why they’re here now.”

      “Amanda.”

      “No.” I grip the armrests on Eddy’s truck. “No.”

      “Amanda.”

      “Don’t say it again, Eddy. Do not.”

      “They could be here because they love you and they heard you were getting married. They could be telling the truth.”

      I can’t help my very unladylike snort. “Right.”

      “My parents’ fighting is almost unbearable, but they came to ruin my cake tasting because they love me.”

      “Yes, your parents are annoying,” I say. “But they’ve always been the same. They’ve fought like that for years, and they’ve always shown up to ruin all your important activities in the same exact way. Mine, on the other hand, only come when they need something. You can certainly understand why I can’t just sit and wait to find out what it is. I need to know now why they’re here.”

      “But it’s already been almost two weeks, and so far, other than paying for their hotel and food, they haven’t asked for a thing from us.”

      “That’s exactly what makes me nervous,” I say. “If they aren’t asking for something yet, it means what they want is really big. Believe me. They’re so shameless that if it wasn’t staggering, they’d already have asked.”

      “Except you always tell them no,” Eddy says. “Maybe they’re still too afraid to ask.”

      “Right, that’s why I need to figure it out myself. The longer they wait to tell me the truth, the worse the truth must be.”

      “I think it’s probably time, then,” Eddy says.

      “Time for what?”

      “To cut them off.” I pick up my phone and dial Mandy.

      “Yello?”

      For some reason, she thinks answering her phone with yello is hip and cool or something. I sigh and force myself to ignore it. “Hey, it’s me.”

      “Yes, this magical thing on my phone called saving numbers allowed me to know that even before you helpfully said, ‘it’s me.’”

      “I want you to call and cancel my family’s hotel rooms.”

      “Are you sure?” Eddy and Mandy ask the exact same thing at the exact same time.

      “I am.”

      “But we’ve been paying for weeks,” Mandy says. “Why are you cancelling their rooms now?”

      “I was worried they’d come stay with us,” I admit.

      “You’re not worried about that now?” Mandy asks. I can tell from her tone that she’s as uninterested in that prospect as I am.

      “Oh, I am. But we’re at an impasse. They won’t leave, and I can’t figure out why yet. So if we cut them off, one of two things will happen.”

      “Our dear friend, Mrs. Earl, will never speak to us again because she’s not even being paid for the rooms they’re destroying?”

      “Wait, are they destroying them?” Now I’m even more embarrassed.

      Mandy hisses into the phone. “Just tell me what you think will happen.”

      “They’ll either leave, which would be great, or they’ll come stay with us.”

      “Isn’t that what you don’t want?” Eddy asks. “You said—”

      “It’s not ideal,” I say, “but it may be the only way for us to trip them up and figure out what’s really going on.”

      Mandy grunts. “Are you sure they’re not just here—”

      “If you say ‘because they love you’ or ‘to get to know you’ I will paint your toenails green while you sleep.”

      Mandy hates green toenails. She thinks it looks like fungus. Her cackle is one of my favorite things about her. “Fine. I won’t even suggest it. I’ll cancel their hotel reservation, and then we can start our full-blown investigation into the villainy of your parents and brothers together.”

      “Yes,” I say. “Sadly, that’s our next step.”

      “They could come stay with me,” Eddy says. “I have room.”

      “Not a chance,” I say. “That would be worse than the hotel. They’d be spying on you, and I’d still learn nothing. Plus, my fiancé would be miserable.”

      He shrugs. “Alright, well, just remember this was your idea.”

      I’ve just started the process of shoving Emery’s stuff into a bag so she can vacate her room when my phone rings again. I expect my mom. I expect my dad. I wouldn’t be shocked if it was one of my brothers.

      I’m happy to see it’s one of Abigail’s old friends calling me back instead. He used to be a detective and has all kinds of contacts, so I was hoping he might be a good resource. “Hey. Thanks for calling me back.”

      “Hello, Amanda. As you know, normally I don’t do this sort of thing, but Abby says these people are your parents and they’re trying to ruin your wedding.”

      I laugh. “Abby’s not wrong. That’s all true.”

      “I should hope not. She could be disbarred for lying.”

      Oh, man. That’s intense. “Okay, and what did you find?”

      “Well, you were right that they have a problem, but there aren’t any active criminal charges pending, or at least, not according to anything I could find based on the names and known aliases you had. However, they are late on their mortgage and the bank has filed to begin foreclosure on their—” He clears his throat. “Their mobile home.”

      “You mean the bank’s going to repossess their trailer?”

      “It appears that it will, yes.”

      They wouldn’t have driven this far over that, either. They’d just buy a new one in someone else’s name or from someone else they managed to convince they were trustworthy. “There’s really nothing else?”

      “Not that I could find. None of the local police had any ideas, either.”

      I swear under my breath. “Alright, well, thanks.”

      “Don’t forget about the purse. My wife is all kinds of excited.”

      Abigail told him that in return for the favor, I could send his wife one of the exclusive Chanel clutches that aren’t even out yet. They’re too small for anything but a dinner party, and I never go to any of those anymore, so good riddance. “Just text me your address. Thanks again for the help.”

      It takes my family hours to gather up the courage to show up on our porch—or maybe that’s how long it takes before Renita or someone else in downtown Manila admits where we live—either way, they show up at Mandy’s place around nine o’clock. Maren and Emery are almost ready to go to bed.

      “Why are you here?” I ask, as if I have no idea.

      “That hotel says we don’t got rooms now,” Dad says.

      “Oh?” I feign innocence. “Were they booked up?”

      “No,” Mom says. “But I guess your boss isn’t paying any more?” She lowers her voice. “Did we make her mad?”

      “Mom,” I say. “You’ve been here for two weeks. How long did you really expect someone you don’t even know to pay for your hotel rooms and food orders?”

      She blinks like I’m making no sense. “Well, you said you didn’t have room for us here.”

      “You’re adults, all five of you,” I say as gently as I can manage. Which isn’t very gently as it turns out. “It’s not our responsibility to provide you somewhere to stay.”

      Mom straightens up, all of the righteous indignance swelling inside of her and spilling over. “Well, I certainly provided you with a place to stay for almost eighteen years.”

      “Really, Mom?”

      “Well, we can hardly just climb in our car and drive away tonight.” She glances over her shoulder at the beat-up old station wagon they brought. “And the man at the repair shop says our car needs a new transmission and new brakes.”

      Of course it does.

      “How about this?” I ask. “I’ll pay for one more night, or maybe two, and I’ll cover for the car repairs.”

      “That would be really nice.” Mom smiles, her brownish teeth gleaming in the porch lights. She shivers, clearly still not dressed properly for a Northern Utah winter.

      “But the second your car is ready, you and Dad, and Roy, Peter, and Xavier will load up and leave.”

      “But what about your wedding?”

      “My wedding that’s still almost two months away?” I grimace.

      “I mean, the holidays are around the corner. We thought it’d be nice to spend ‘em together for once.” Dad bobs his head.

      My three adult brothers are still in the station wagon, thankfully, but they’re wiping at the fog on the windows and peering out at me expectantly.

      “So is that a no to my offer?” I start to close the door.

      “Alright.” Mom’s voice is small, her expression full of sorrow. “If it’s really what you want, we’ll head on home as soon as our car’s fixed.”

      Maybe Mom’s bluffing. She’s an expert at conning people, which I know better than most, but she seems pretty sincere. For maybe the first time since I was very, very young, I actually feel almost bad for how I’ve treated her.

      Then the most dangerous feeling of all starts to well up inside of me, a feeling I haven’t encountered in conjunction with my family in at least three decades. A feeling I’d given up on ever feeling about them again.

      I almost can’t admit it, even to myself.

      Hope.

      I’m hoping that they’re here because they care about me. I know it’s stupid. I know it’s going to make me feel worse later, like the very second they stop lying about why they’re here. I mean, sure, they’ve held it together for a while, but it can’t last. I know that better than anyone.

      And yet, I can’t help it.

      I’m wondering whether it’s possible that Mom actually saw the YouTube video, tracked me down, and drove everyone out here, just because she missed me. Does she actually love me? Could she regret ignoring me my entire life?

      Could she actually be proud of me?

      I mean, I have done a lot of pretty neat things. I have a famous blog. I’m getting my wedding—a dream wedding—for free. All I have to do is post a few photos of each of the big-ticket items, and they’re mine. On top of that, I have friends and family here, and a smoking hot, generous, smart, kind fiancé. And I’m developing a new resort.

      Why is it so hard for me to believe that they’re proud of me?

      Maybe it’s not Mom’s damage that’s getting in the way this time.

      Maybe it’s mine.

      “Look, I’ll call the hotel right now. Once your car’s ready, we can reevaluate whether you should stay or go. Okay?”

      Mom and Dad both smile then, broadly, and it makes me happy.

      I really hope I’m not turning into a complete chump.
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      In movies and television shows, when they show someone sitting at the doctor’s office, you know it’s bad news. But in real life, most of the time spent in a doctor’s office is boring. Waiting, waiting, and more waiting. In fact, sitting here isn’t even the stressful part. No, that was yesterday.

      Since I’m working for my boyfriend’s mom, it’s a little harder to get time off to actually drive over to sit at the doctor’s office. It’s not like Manila’s large enough to have a really nice OB, so I’m stuck driving into Green River. That makes it an even bigger ask.

      Although Mrs. Earl is the nicest boss anyone has ever had, she’s a little chatty, and chatty easily starts to feel like nosy. So when I told her I needed to take a few hours off today, she asked why. And when I told her it was private, she got concerned. Not, like, wanted-to-hire-an-investigator-to-tail me, but more like, worried-my-ex-was-up-to-something-and-wanted-to-help.

      Which is a really nice thing. It’s a sweet thing.

      But it made it awkward for me to explain where I was going. It’s not like I could really say, “I’ve had this persistent pelvic pain since my divorce, and I’m worried my ex gave me an STD. Now that I’ve said I love you to your son, well. I want to make sure the old car is ready to take out for a drive whenever that happens.”

      Oh my word. Even thinking about saying that to Mrs. Earl makes me blush. But it’s not like I really want her worrying about what’s causing me to take off work, either. Overall, I really like working with my boyfriend’s mom, but nothing’s perfect.

      “Donna Ellingson?”

      “That’s me.” I stand up so forcefully that the nurse holding my chart steps backward.

      Her brows draw together.

      “Sorry,” I say. “I got a little anxious while I was waiting.”

      She nods. “That’s not uncommon. Come with me.”

      After waiting in the lobby for nearly forty minutes, I’m almost shocked when the doc shows up moments after I’m shown to an exam room.

      “Why are you here today?” She asks. “It looks like. . .” The doc scans the chart. “Just a checkup?”

      I swallow. “The thing is, I got divorced a while back, and I wanted to make sure. . .nothing was wrong.”

      “STD screen. Got it.” She checks a box on my chart. “And?”

      I blink. “Isn’t that enough?”

      “You said a while ago. In my experience, people usually suspect STDs right away, or they experience symptoms that lead them to come in if they do have them. Since you’re not reporting any, I’m assuming something else prompted you to make a visit now.”

      “Oh.” I look down at my feet. “Well. I’m also dating someone new, and I really, really like him. I have a son, but having him wasn’t exactly easy.”

      “Easy?” The doctor raises her eyebrows.

      “I lost three babies—two before and one after having Aiden.”

      This time, it’s the doctor who looks a little surprised. “I’m so sorry.”

      “I have really heavy periods, and I have endometriosis, and while you were getting my pap smear and STD test and whatnot, I thought you might just kick the tires a little and make sure everything’s alright.”

      “What did the doctors say when you miscarried?”

      I shrug.

      “It would be really helpful—”

      “I don’t know,” I say. “My husband didn’t want any more kids, so he didn’t want me to go see any.”

      “You had three miscarriages without seeing any doctors about why?” There’s the judgment I expected.

      “I saw an ER doctor each time,” I say. “But they always referred me to specialists, and we never went to see any of them.”

      The doctor walks across the room and sits down on the chair next to me. Her eyes are kind. “What other symptoms have you had?”

      I really don’t need kindness right now. I’m already fighting my hardest not to cry. I inhale sharply to try and stave off any tears. “I filled out the form.” I sniffle.

      She nods, releases my hand, and flips through the chart again. “Erratic periods. Intermittent heavy bleeding during periods that lasts up to nine days?” Her eyes widen. “Significant discomfort during and after periods?”

      I nod.

      “Alright, well, while you’re here, I’m going to suggest a real workup. We had two patients cancel this afternoon, so I should have time. Do you have insurance? Or will that—”

      “Just do it,” I say. “I’ll pay whatever.”

      The doctor stands up, her eyes meeting mine. “Alright.” Her smile isn’t very enthusiastic, but it’s genuine.

      That’s when I discover that waiting in the doctor’s office is the stressful part. Those miscarriages during my relationship with Aiden’s dad were sad. They were devastating, really. But since my marriage was such a wreck. . .they were also a relief. I wanted another child, but I didn’t really want another child with Charles. So there was always an element of anxiety that went along with any possible pregnancy.

      But now that I’m free of him, now that I have an amazing boyfriend, now that I can get answers for what was going on, I’m really, really nervous about what the doctor might say. An ultrasound and a CAT scan later, it’s nearly dinner time. Will’s texted me twice.

      And I’m still waiting.

      When the door opens and the kind lady doctor finally walks back in, her face isn’t cheery. She looks downright stoic.

      “Did a patient die in surgery?” Yes, my joke is lame.

      But at least it makes her laugh. “All my patients are fine,” she says. “Also, there’s good news. You have no STDs.”

      “But the bad news?” Because when someone says ‘there’s good news,’ there’s always bad news as well.

      “You already knew you had endometriosis.”

      For some reason, that makes tears well up in my eyes, but I nod.

      “And you know that it can cause infertility in as many as fifty percent of the women who deal with it.”

      “But I already had one child.”

      “You did, when you were younger than you are now,” she says. “The scar tissue increases with age, making implantation increasingly more difficult.”

      That sounds ominous. “I’m still young.”

      She forces a smile.

      Now I’m getting really nervous.

      “The ultrasound also showed fibroids.”

      “Is that from the endometriosis?”

      She shakes her head. “They’re usually not too concerning. A lot of women have fibroids and never even realize they do. That’s why we got the CAT scan.” She frowns. “The three miscarriages was the tip-off for me. You have something called submucosal fibroids, which can cause infertility on their own, but when combined with the endometriosis. . .”

      “What’s the treatment?”

      She licks her lips. “The thing is, we can remove certain fibroids, but when they’re submucosal, the removal causes even more scar tissue.”

      Which is the problem caused by the endometriosis. All the scar tissue already makes it hard for the fetus to properly attach. “Basically, my uterus is like the surface of the moon. Pitted and not compatible with life.”

      She doesn’t even feign a laugh. She just sits down next to me again.  “We don’t really know. Plenty of women who don’t seem likely to conceive and carry a child still do.”

      Women who don’t seem likely to conceive or carry a child.

      The words roll through my brain on repeat. Three miscarriages. “I guess this is where I’m supposed to be grateful that I have Aiden.” But the words feel like sawdust in my mouth. “And I am. I love him.”

      “Some women aren’t able to have any children at all.”

      “Are you married?”

      I shouldn’t have asked. I can see the surprise and defense in the woman’s face.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “I know it’s none of my business. But I was married to a horrible jerk, and now I have the best boyfriend in the world, and things are going really well, and I want a big family. I came from a smallish one, and my best friend has four—soon-to-be five—kids, and I guess I wanted that too. And the guy I’m with, he would be the best dad.” And now I’m bawling like I’m on death row and I’m not getting a last meal. “I’m already this train wreck he inexplicably likes, and his mom had to give me a job, and he keeps having to step in to help me with my ex, and he’s amazing with my son, but I really, really don’t want to be the reason he can’t—we can’t—have any more kids.” The bawling has somehow evolved into heaving sobs, and tears are rolling down from my cheeks onto my pants, and I’m sure the doctor is regretting sitting next to me at all.

      She turns toward me and pulls me against her.

      And now I’m crying on the lapel of some doctor who isn’t paid nearly enough. She pats my back slowly. “It’s alright. It’s going to be alright.”

      “When your doctor tells you that plenty of women experience miracles, basically, it doesn’t feel like it’s going to be alright.”

      “You don’t have to deal with this right now,” she says. “You have plenty of time. Years and years, yet.”

      But when I finally get home, when I pull up in the driveway of my adorable little house, the one that Amanda Saddler gifted Aiden and me, it doesn’t feel like I have all the time in the world. When Beth opens the door, and Aiden’s head pokes out above her, and I notice that Will’s truck is on the curb. . .it feels like every second I have is precious, and I’ve been wasting them.

      If Aiden’s the only kid I’ll ever have, then every moment of his childhood means more, somehow. I think about how the toddler years are behind me, about how I’ll never experience my child learning to walk again, or learning to say ‘mama.’ I’ll never again change a diaper. I know people hate changing them, but I didn’t even realize that I’d changed my last when I did it.

      Which is why I’m totally sobbing like a lunatic when Will taps on the window of my car. “Hey, what’s wrong?” His face is so concerned, and his eyes are so earnest. Eyes we’ll never see in a child of our own. Eyes I can never give him, not the way I want to.

      I shake my head and keep on bawling.

      He pulls on the door handle.

      It’s locked.

      He pulls again, and taps, and says, “Donna. Open the door. What’s going on?”

      I can’t quite do it.

      “Mom said you left and didn’t say why?”

      Oh, no. He already knows something’s wrong. No wonder he’s worried. It’s not just Donna being Donna. He knows that I may have an actual reason to be this upset.

      I hit the unlock button.

      Only, now Aiden and Beth are right behind him.

      “Is something wrong?” Beth’s face is cloudy, her eyes filled with concern.

      Aiden’s voice is far too adult-sounding when he asks, “Mom? Why are you so sad?”

      I swipe at my cheeks. It’s a wonder I have enough water in me to make any more tears after my ridiculous meltdown at the doctor’s office. “Nothing. It’s fine. Everything’s fine.” I force a smile. “I just saw you three waiting on me, and I got emotional. It happens to moms sometimes.”

      Beth looks like she wants to call me out, but she just narrows her eyes and compresses her lips and takes Aiden’s arm. “Let’s go inside, buddy. The mac and cheese is almost done.”

      Oh, good. I’m upset I won’t have any more kids while the one I do have is basically being neglected. Mac and cheese for dinner when I should have been making something. . . Not that this is abnormal. I regularly flake on dinner and we eat junk-food-adjacent processed trash. Maybe the unlikelihood of me having more kids is for the best.

      And I’m spiraling again.

      “Now that the peanut gallery has gone back inside, care to share?” Will wipes my face with his hands so gently that I can’t help thinking how careful he’d be with a baby.

      “I can’t have kids.” Okay. Well, that’s one way to explain my afternoon.

      “What?” His entire face looks confused. “What are you talking about?”

      I stare at the steering wheel. It’s freezing cold outside, and we should go inside, but I can’t seem to move. “I spent the afternoon at the doctor’s office. I had an ultrasound and a CAT scan that I can’t afford, and I found out that between my endometriosis, my uterine fibroids, and the three miscarriages I had before and after Aiden, it’s very likely that I’ll never have another child.” My voice is so small at the end that I’m not sure whether he can even understand me.

      “Donna.”

      “I think we should break up.”

      Will starts laughing. “Donna.”

      I slam my hand against the top of the steering wheel so hard that the horn actually lets out a small chirp. “Why aren’t you listening?”

      Beth and Aiden poke their heads out again, but Will waves them back inside. Beth looks annoyed, but she drags Aiden back.

      “I am listening, Donna. I know you’re feeling particularly upset, and I know those were hard things to hear, but do you know what I just heard?”

      I can’t even turn my head. This steering wheel feels like the only thing that’s real in my life.

      Will carefully drags my chin toward him, forcing my eyes to go along with it. When I see his face, his beautiful, calm, somewhat amused face, my heart breaks all over again. “Will.”

      “Donna, you’re healthy and strong, and you’re totally fine. You’re not dying. You don’t have cancer. You have a job and a boyfriend and a very healthy and strong and happy son. You have a niece who’s a delight whom you’re currently raising because your brother’s the worst, and you don’t even need to have more kids. We haven’t even talked about it. Maybe I don’t even want kids.”

      “You do, though.”

      “I have one already, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “Aiden has a father.” I know it’s a mean thing to say, but it’s also true. “A crappy father, but he has a dad.”

      “That little boy needs a decent dad, and I’m fine with being his fallback.” Will shrugs. “You know what I do want?”

      I shake my head slowly.

      Will sighs, and then he releases me, and he drops down on one knee in the dirty-snow-encrusted mud on the edge of my driveway. He pulls a ring out of his pocket.

      “I’ve been carrying this stupid ring around for weeks. I didn’t want to do a big, huge, overwrought proposal. It always feels like those people are trying too hard. And I didn’t want to steal the thunder from Eddy and Amanda with their engagement.”

      I can’t believe I’m looking at a diamond ring.

      “I didn’t want to rush you, either. So I just waited, and waited, and waited. But for some reason, this feels like the right moment. When you’re sad, and when you’re worried, and when you’ve had a bad day. That’s the time for me to say that, Donna Ellingson, I have loved you for years, and now I want to love you in the broad daylight while holding your hand. I don’t care whether you have ten children with me or whether we just adopt the world’s cutest dog. Or eleven ugly dogs. Whatever you want, whatever God has planned for us, that’s what I want to do. As long as it’s with you.”

      And now I’m crying all over again.

      “Please, please, please take this ring and say you’ll marry me, you ridiculous, adorable, tenacious woman.”

      I confess to Will that I’m even more broken than he knew, and his reaction is to propose, with a ring he’s been carrying around for weeks. “You think this is the right time?”

      He stands up. “Yes, because loving someone means being there when they’re sad and scared. It’s not all flowers and fancy meals.” He looks down at his wet, muddy knee. “And maybe I’m not supposed to kneel in the mud, and ideally you wouldn’t be gripping that steering wheel like it’s a rope connected to a helicopter that’s going to get you out of a deep chasm in which you’re doomed to die.”

      I laugh.

      He leans against the side of my car, his eyes still intent on mine. “I don’t want you to think I didn’t give this any thought. Actually, I waited for years for the perfect moment to ask you out. You left for school and then got married before I ever asked. When you came back, I waited for you to get over the divorce and be ready to date. I’ve learned something in all that waiting.”

      “What?”

      He drops his head down until it’s right next to mine. “I’ve learned that there are no perfect moments, or at least, there never have been for me. So I just take the crappy, imperfect moments I get, and I do my best to make them as great as I can.” His mouth shifts closer to mine then, his eyes dropping to my lips.

      Will always makes the regular moments we have pretty amazing by taking things slowly. When his lips finally close over mine, my heart swells.

      This man loves me.

      He loves me when I’m puffy and bawling.

      He loves me when I’m complaining and angry.

      He loves me when my niece is stuck feeding my kid macaroni and cheese.

      He loves my kid when he’s being a spoiled brat.

      He proposes when I’m throwing myself a huge pity party.

      And he never misses a beat, even when I deliver bad news.

      He’s like the solid steel and concrete foundation of a commercial building. He’s like the steel beams under a huge bridge. He doesn’t sway with the wind. He doesn’t shudder in a storm. He’s solid. And he’s unfailingly kind.

      When his hand cups my jaw, dragging me out of the car and against his long, lean body, my insides start doing somersaults, and I know just what to say.

      It’s simple, really, the idea of turning this imperfect moment into a perfect one. I think I can do just what he said. I think we can turn this day of bad news into a memory that’s good. It’ll take just one word.

      “Yes,” I say.

      Will beams.

      And through my tears, I smile right back.

      Forget a bad boy who rides a Harley or a Casanova who unclasps a bra by glancing at it. I’ve found myself a man who takes horrible days and makes them sunny. That’s what I really needed in my life.

      And now that’s what I’ll have forever.
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      When I had to drive out to start Harvard business school, I knew the trip was going to be long—forty-five hours, to be precise, from San Francisco, California to Cambridge, Massachusetts. It’s also a very boring drive. Nevada and Utah are desert. Wyoming and Nebraska are empty of, well, everything, including people. Unless you love pigs, Iowa’s a waste of time, too. Without anything I wanted to see or do on the way, I wanted to get that drive over with as quickly as I could.

      Actually, that’s really been my modus operandi for the majority of my life. If something needs to be done, do it efficiently and get it over with as painlessly as possible. I looked it up while I was in undergraduate and discovered that sleeping less than six hours a night was shown to cause an increase in amyloid-beta, a protein that causes brain plaque.

      I always get my six hours and not a minute more, so I stopped in some town in Iowa and slept. Then I woke up and kept right on driving. I recall two things from that trip: the unsatisfactory presence of cockroaches in the hotel room where I stayed, and my vigilance in watching the gas tank. I only exited the freeway on that drive to refuel. I bought food and went to the restroom whenever I ran out of gas. I’ve always been like that. When I have a goal, I despise being delayed
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TERMINATION
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FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-setback-front-cover-book-7.jpg
SETBACK

THE BIRCH CREEKSRENNISSS]

B O OKESENAEN






OEBPS/images/ppp-logo.png
kﬁé

Publishing





