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Chapter 1: Ember 
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The first time Christopher Quinn kissed me, I thought, this is it. This is the one. In the space of a heartbeat, I was completely and hopelessly in love.

We were seventeen. I was working the register at Murphy's Gas & Go, trying to save enough money for college, and he rolled up on a ridiculous motorcycle—a beat-up Kawasaki he'd bought off some guy who'd lost his leg in a shark attack and couldn't work the gears anymore. 

"Does that thing actually run?" I asked when he swaggered in for a Coke and a pack of Doublemint.

"She purrs like a kitten," he said, grinning. He had this smile that was sixty percent confidence and forty percent trouble.

"She sounds like she's filing for disability."

"She's got character." He leaned against the counter, all dark messy hair, and a well-worn leather jacket he'd probably been born in. "You ever been on a bike?"

"No."

"You want to?"

"With you cowboy?"

He laughed this loud, unself-conscious laugh that made the old guy buying lottery tickets look up and laugh along with him. 

"Go out with me." He said out of the blue.

I should have said no. He was cocky and reckless. But when he stood there looking at me with those eyes, waiting for me to reply, something in my naïve seventeen-year-old mind decided to speak for me.

So, I said yes.

Christopher picked me up that Friday at sunset. My mother answered the door, took one look at him and the motorcycle, and physically yanked him inside by his jacket sleeve.

"You come in," she said in her thick Polish accent, pointing at the kitchen table. "You sit."

"Mom..." I started.

"You sit too."

Christopher shot me a look of pure delight as my mother circled him like a very short, very suspicious detective.

"What is your name?"

"Christopher Quinn, ma'am."

"Quinn. Irish?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Hm. You drink?"

"Uh..."

"He's seventeen, Mom," I said.

"I ask him, not you." She jabbed a finger at Christopher. "You drink?"

"No, ma'am. Well. Not really. Sometimes a beer..."

"Drinking, very bad. You drink, you get stupid, you make stupid choices. You get my daughter pregnant."

"I'm not planning on that today, ma'am."

"Nobody plans. That's the problem." She narrowed her eyes. "You have job?"

"I wash dishes at O'Malley's."

"Good. Honest work. You finish school?"

"I'm a senior."

"Good. You go to college?"

"I'm going to trade school. Mechanics."

My mother considered this. "You fix things?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"Our sink, it leaks."

"Mom!"

"What? He says he fixes things." She looked at Christopher. "You fix our sink, then maybe I let you take my daughter out."

Christopher grinned. "Deal."

Twenty minutes later, he was under our kitchen sink with a wrench, making approving noises about the plumbing while my mother watched him like a hawk.

"He's not stalker," she announced when he finished. "Stalker would not fix sink. Stalker would steal underwear from laundry."

"MOM."

Christopher was turning red trying not to laugh.

"You can go," my mother said, shooing us toward the door. "But Lucy, you phone me every hour or I call police and say he is stalker who steals underwear."

"Love you too, Mom!" I shouted back, already climbing onto the back of the bike.

Christopher handed me a helmet. "Your mom is terrifying."

"I know."

"I kind of like her."

"Everyone does. It's a problem."

He fired up the engine, and the whole bike vibrated beneath us, making the back of my teeth rattle.

"Hold on tight," he said.

I wrapped my arms around his waist, and we took off.

I don't know how to explain what it felt like, flying down those backroads with the wind screaming in my ears and the world blurring past. Every cell in my body woke up at once. I held onto Christopher like a bear hugging a tree, as we zig-zagged and switchbacked up the mountain roads.

We stopped at the overlook, the one everyone went to for makeout sessions and underage drinking, and he killed the engine. The silence rushed in like water.

He pulled off his helmet and turned to face me. "So? You hate me yet?"

"The jury's still out."

He studied me for a second, then said, "I like you, Lucy."

"You don't even know me."

"I know you work doubles on Saturdays. I know you save all your change in a jar shaped like a frog. I know you hum under your breath when you count money." He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. "I know enough."

"That's genuinely creepy, Chris. You sound like the stalker my mom was worried about."

"I prefer 'observant.'"

"My mom would call the police."

"Let her call. Your mom probably thinks I steal underwear."

"That’s true."

He kissed me then, soft and careful, and my body gave in. When he pulled back, he was smiling.

"Still think I'm a stalker?"

"Absolutely," I whispered. "But apparently I'm into that."

We spent that whole summer on that stupid bike. He'd pick me up after my shifts, and we'd ride until the sun set. We'd park at the lake and make out until our lips were numb, or we'd grab burgers and sit on the hood of someone's car, talking about everything and nothing.

Christopher wanted to be a mechanic. He loved fixing things—engines, broken lamps, the time my mother's toaster exploded and he somehow resurrected it with duct tape and what I'm pretty sure was an offering to a pagan god.

"You're going to own a shop someday," I told him one night, lying on a blanket under the stars.

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. Quinn's Auto Repair. You'll have one of those calendars with half-naked women holding wrenches."

He rolled onto his side to face me. "What about you?"

"I'm going to be a teacher. Elementary school. I'll have one of those classrooms with the alphabet on the walls and a reading corner with beanbags."

"You'll be good at that."

"You think?"

"You're patient. You're kind. You don't talk down to people." He traced a finger along my jawline. "Plus, you already deal with me. After that, eight-year-olds will be easy."

I kissed him so hard we rolled right off the blanket.

Three months into dating, we were walking home from a party when three drunk guys stumbled out of a bar and started making vulgar comments. I'd learned to ignore it by now, all the catcalls, the gross suggestions. 

But Christopher stopped walking.

"What did you say?" he asked, his voice flat.

"Chris, it's fine," I said, tugging his arm. "Let's just go."

"Nah, man, I was just appreciating your woman" one of the drunk guys slurred back. 

"Appreciate something else."

"Or what?"

I saw it happen in slow motion, the drunk guy swinging, Christopher ducking, then everything turning into a mess of fists and shouting. By the time I screamed loud enough for someone to call the cops, Christopher had a split lip and a black eye, but the three guys looked worse.

"You're an idiot," I said in the emergency room, dabbing at his lip with a gauze pad.

"I know."

"You could have just kept walking."

"I could have." He winced as I pressed too hard. "But then we wouldn't have a story to tell at our wedding."

"Who says I'm marrying you?"

"I do." He caught my hand and held it. "I'm going to marry you, Lucy. I decided that the first time you called me a stalker."

"You're concussed."

"I'm serious."

And God help me, I believed him.

Five years later, I peed on a stick in the bathroom of the apartment we'd just moved into together, and two pink lines appeared like a cosmic punchline.

"Chris?" I called, my voice shaking.

He appeared in the doorway, holding a socket wrench and looking confused. "Yeah?"

I held up the test.

He stared at it. Then at me. Then back at the test.

"Is that..."

"Yes."

"Are we..."

"Yes."

He dropped the wrench. It hit the tile with a clang that echoed.

"Holy shit."

"I know."

"Holy shit."

"I know."

And then he laughed that same loud, unself-conscious laugh from the gas station, and picked me up and spun me around until I was dizzy and breathless and crying and laughing all at once.

"We're having a baby," he said, setting me down and cupping my face in his hands.

"We're having a baby," I repeated.

"I'm going to be a dad."

He kissed me, hard and desperate and full of warmth. When he pulled back, his eyes were wet.

"I'm going to take care of you, Luce. Both of you. I promise."

Six months later at the hospital, the ultrasound tech said, "Oh. Well. That's interesting."

Christopher went pale. "What? Is something wrong?"

"No, no. Everything's fine. But see this?" She pointed at the screen. "And this?"

I squinted. "That's... is that two heads?"

"It's twins."

Christopher made a noise like a balloon deflating. "Twins?"

"Two babies," she confirmed cheerfully.

"I can count." He looked at me, wild-eyed. "Luce. Twins."

"I'm aware."

"We can't afford ‘one’ baby."

"I know."

"What are we gonna do?"

I grabbed his hand. "We'll figure it out. We always do."

He took a breath. Then another. Then, slowly, he started to smile.

"Twins," he said again, and this time it sounded like wonder.

Max and Leo were born on a Tuesday in March, screaming their heads off and looking like tiny furious potatoes. Christopher cried so hard the nurse asked if he needed to lie down.

"I'm fine," he choked out, holding Max in one arm and Leo in the other. "I'm just...I'm their dad. Holy shit, I'm their dad."

"You're their dad," I whispered, exhausted and sore and so completely overwhelmed with love I could barely breathe.

He looked at me, and his whole face went soft. "I love you so much Lucy Quinn."

"I love you too."

"I'm going to take care of all of you. I promise."

And I believed him.

For one year, five months, and nine days, he kept that promise.

I don't remember the day Christopher died that well. I know where it happened and what happened. He was killed by a drunk driver coming down the wrong side of the road. Some people saw the accident, but the driver fled. Hit and run. Never found them. Chris died on impact. Broken neck.

At first, I really couldn't process it. Couldn't accept it.

I still can't.

Even on the way to the hospital to identify the body, I was calling him, telling him I'd be late because I had to go to the hospital. I texted him that the boys were at my mother's.

I kept waiting for him to text back.

He never did.

The twins were fifteen months old at the time. Too young to remember him, but getting curious enough to ask questions later.

"Where's Daddy?" Max asked when he was three.

I was washing dishes. I remember because I dropped the plate I was holding, and it shattered in the sink.

"Daddy's not here anymore, sweetheart."

"Where did he go?"

How do you explain death to a three-year-old? How do you tell them that the universe is random and cruel, and the person who loved them most in the world is just gone?

"Daddy had an accident," I said carefully. "He got hurt really badly, and he... he died."

"What's died?"

"It means he's not coming back."

"Why not?"

"Because that's what happens when people die. They don't come back."

Leo, who'd been quietly coloring at the table, looked up. "Is Daddy coming back tomorrow?"

"No, baby."

"Next week?"

"No."

"When I'm four?"

I sat down on the kitchen floor and pulled them both into my lap. "Never, sweetheart. Daddy's never coming back."

Max cried. Leo didn't. Leo asked if we could have mac and cheese for dinner.

Children process grief in strange ways.

So do adults.

Four years later, I'm standing in the cereal aisle of Harmon's Grocery, the place where I work part-time, staring at price tags and doing math that doesn't work no matter how many times I try.

The boys need new shoes. Mom's prescriptions are due. The electric bill is late. Again.

I put the name-brand cereal back and grab the store brand. Max and Leo won't know the difference. They're five. Anything sweet tastes like heaven to them.

My phone buzzes.

Unknown Number: Hi Lucy, this is Theresa from Helping Hands Cleaning Service. I'm sorry to inform you that we're going to have to let you go. Budget cuts. Your last paycheck will be mailed. Thank you for your hard work.

I stare at the message.

Then I laugh.

It's not a funny laugh. It's the kind of laugh that happens when you have officially given up on finding appropriate emotional responses. 

I've just lost my second part-time job. I'm down to Harmon's, twenty-eight hours a week at $12.50 an hour. I have two kids, an aging mother who keeps forgetting where she put her teeth, and a dead husband who promised to take care of us.

I'm almost thirty years old, and I'm drowning.

I grab the cereal, a bag of apples, and the cheapest peanut butter I can find. At the register, Kelly rings me up. She's seventeen and wants to be a veterinarian. She reminds me of myself at that age, hopeful, ambitious, clueless about how hard life gets.

"Employee discount," she says, scanning my card.

"Thanks, Kel."

"You okay, Lucy? You look kinda..."

"Tired?"

"I was going to say 'spent,' but 'tired' is nicer."

I manage a smile. "Long day."

"Want me to put the peanut butter back? There's a cheaper one on aisle six."

"This one's fine."

She bags my groceries carefully. "See you tomorrow?"

"Six AM shift."

"Oof. Good luck."

When I get home, the boys are at Mom's. The apartment is quiet.

I sit on the couch, the same couch Christopher and I bought at a yard sale seven years ago, and I let myself cry for exactly three minutes. That's all I allow. Three minutes.

Then I wipe my face, make myself a cup of instant coffee, and open my laptop to check my bank account.

It's worse than I thought.

My phone buzzes.

Terry Burke (Manager, Harmon's Grocery): Hey Lucy, can you stop by my office tomorrow before your shift? Need to talk to you about something. Nothing bad! Just want to chat.

I set the phone down.

Nothing bad.

Sure.

I drain my coffee, pull on my jacket, and head out to pick up the boys.

They'll want dinner. They'll want a bath. They'll want a story.

And I'll give it to them.

Because that's what you do.

You keep going.

Even when you have no idea how.
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Chapter 2: When it Rains
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Terry Burke's office smells musty and stale. Everything is a different shade of the same brown, except a motivational poster on the wall that says "TEAMWORK MAKES THE DREAM WORK", with a picture of people kayaking, having a great time, which I never really understood. 

"Lucy, hey, come in, sit down," Terry says, gesturing to the chair across from his desk.

Terry is forty-two, balding in a way that shows he's given up fighting it. He’s wearing pants that flag above his ankles, thick glasses and a button-down shirt with a stain near the pocket that looks like mustard but could be anything. Terry's nice. Everyone likes Terry. Terry brings donuts on Fridays and remembers people's birthdays.

I sit down.

"So," he says, pulling at his collar. "How are you? How are the boys?"

"They're good. Five-year-olds, you know. Lot of energy."

"That's great. That's really great." He's fidgeting with a pen, clicking it open and closed. "And your mom? She's... how's she doing?"

"She's fine, Terry."

"Good, good." Click. Click. Click. "That's really good."

I wait.

He clears his throat. "So, Lucy, I wanted to talk to you about... well, it's not bad news exactly, it's just... the thing is, corporate has been looking at the numbers, and with more people shopping online now, I mean, everyone's doing the grocery delivery thing, right? It's very convenient, I get it, anyway, the foot traffic is down, and they're asking us to cut hours across the board, and I really fought for you, Lucy, I did, but..."

"You're cutting my hours."

He deflates. "Yeah."

The pen stops clicking.

I stare at him. Then at the motivational poster. Then it hits me, ‘they're all rowing in the same direction because if they don't, they’ll drown.’

Then I looked back at him.

"How many hours?"

"We're dropping you to twenty a week. Maybe twenty-two if we get busy."

Twenty hours. Twenty hours at $12.50 an hour is $250 a week. Before taxes. That's $1,000 a month.

My mortgage is $950.

That doesn't include food. Or utilities. Or gas. Or the $300 a month for Mom's care assistant. Or the boys' shoes. Or literally anything else required to survive as a human being in today’s society.

"Lucy?" Terry's voice sounds far away. "You okay?"

I'm not okay.

I'm so far from okay that okay is a distant memory, a place I used to visit before Christopher died and left me alone with two kids and a world that doesn't care.

And then, to my absolute horror, I start crying.

Not pretty crying. Not delicate tears that make you look vulnerable and sympathetic. I'm talking full-body bawling, the kind where your face turns red and your nose runs and you make noises similar to a blubbering seal.

"Oh no," Terry says, standing up. "Oh no, Lucy, please don't...I mean, you can cry, that's fine, crying is healthy, I just..."

I can't stop. A dam of emotion broke open inside me, and four years of holding it together is pouring out all at once.

Terry comes around the desk. He hovers near me like a bird trying to figure out if the thing on the ground is food or a threat.

"It's okay," he says uselessly. "It's going to be okay."

Then, in what I can only assume is a moment of pure panic, he pats me on the head.

Like a dog.

Three firm pats. Pat. Pat. Pat.

"There, there, who’s a good girl," he says. "You're doing great."

I laugh through the crying, which makes me sound unhinged.

Terry retreats to a safe distance and grabs a box of tissues from his desk. He sets it down next to me as if he's feeding a feral animal.

I take a tissue. Then another. Then five more.

"Sorry," I manage.

"Don't be sorry. You're allowed to cry. Crying is... it's a thing people do."

"I don't usually cry at work."

"You're not crying at work. You're crying in work. Totally different."

I look at him. He looks genuinely distressed, as if he's failed some fundamental test of human interaction.

"I have three minutes," I say.

"What?"

"I only let myself cry for three minutes. It's a rule."

Terry checks his watch. "You've got one minute and thirty seconds left. Use it wisely."

So, I do. I cry for exactly one minute and thirty seconds, and then I wipe my face, blow my nose, and take a deep breath.

"Okay," I say. "I'm done."

"You sure?"

"Yep."

"Because if you need more time..."

"I'm good."

Terry sits back down at his desk. He looks relieved and also vaguely traumatized.

"Lucy," he says carefully. "I really am sorry. If there was anything I could do"

"It's fine, Terry. It's not your fault."

"I know, but still." He fidgets with the pen again. Then he sets it down. "Look, I don't know if this helps, but my sister... she's always looking for people. Women, specifically."

I blink. "What?"

"My sister. Janice. She runs some kind of... service? I don't really know what it is. She doesn't talk about it much. But she makes good money." He shrugs. "I don't ask questions."

"What kind of service?"

"I honestly don't know. Something with clients? I’m guessing like Avon but wellness products. She's very professional about it. Very discreet." He pulls out his phone and scrolls through his contacts. "I can give you her number if you want. She's always saying she needs reliable people."

I hesitate. "Is it legal?"

"I think so? I mean, she hasn't been arrested." He pauses. "That I know of."

"That's not reassuring, Terry."

"Look, I'm just saying, if you need extra work, she might be able to help. She's good people. Weird, but good."

He scribbles a number on a Post-it note and hands it to me.

Janice Burke - 555-0147

"Thanks," I say, folding the note into my pocket.

"And Lucy?" Terry gives me a sad smile. "For what it's worth, you're one of the best employees we've got. If I could keep you at full hours, I would."

"I know."

"Okay. Good." He stands up, clearly ready for this conversation to be over. "Take care of yourself, okay?"

"You too, Terry."

As I leave his office, he calls after me, "And hey, next time you need to cry, my door's open. I'll get better at the comforting thing. Maybe take a class or something."

“Thanks Terry.”

After I finish my shift, I don't go straight home. Instead, I sit in my car in the parking lot and stare at the Post-it note.

Janice Burke - 555-0147

A service. Discreet. Good money.

It's probably data entry, telemarketing, medical billing. Or maybe it's a pyramid scheme. 

Either way, I'm desperate enough to find out.

I drive to Mom's to pick up the boys.

She's in the living room watching a game show, shouting answers at the TV in Polish. Max and Leo are building a fort out of couch cushions.

"Mama," I say, kissing her cheek.

"Lucy! You're early." She peers at me. "You look terrible."

"Thanks, Mom."

"Your face is all puffy.  Very ugly. You been crying?"

"No."

"Don’t lie to your mother." She pats my hand. "Sit. I make you tea."

"I can't. I need to get the boys home."

"The boys are fine. They stay here tonight. You go home, you rest."

"Mom..."

"I'm not asking." She switches to Polish, which she only does when she's being serious. "You look like death, kochanie. Go home. Sleep. I take care of the boys."

I don't have the energy to argue.

"Thank you," I whisper.

She kisses my forehead. "You're a good mother, Lucy. Christopher would be proud."

The mention of his name is a punch to the chest, but I hold it together.

At home, I open my laptop and stare at the numbers.

Mortgage: $950 (two months behind)

Mom's care assistant: $300/month

Utilities: $150

Groceries: $400 (if I'm lucky)

Gas: $100

Total: $1,900/month

New income: $1,000/month

I'm $900 short. Every single month.

I could sell the car. But then I couldn't get to work.

I could move in with Mom. But her house is barely big enough for her, and the boys need space.

I could ask for help. But from who? Mom's broke. My friends are broke. Everyone I know is one bad month away from living in their car.

I pull out the Post-it note and stare at it.

Then I look at the stack of bills on the counter. The eviction notice tucked under the toaster. The school newsletter reminding parents about the upcoming field trip—$65 per child.

Max came home yesterday and said a kid at school called him ‘Goodwill’ because his sneakers have holes in them.

Leo asked me why he doesn't have a dad like the other kids.

I pick up my phone and dial before I can talk myself out of it.

It rings twice.

"Hello?" A woman's voice. Smooth, confident.

"Hi. Is this Janice?"

"Speaking."

"My name's Lucy Quinn. Your brother Terry gave me your number. He said you might need some help?"

There's a pause. Then, "Terry sent you?"

"Yeah. He said you run some kind of business? Goji Berries or something. I'm looking for work."

Another pause. Longer this time.

"What did Terry tell you about what I do?"

"Nothing, really. A ‘Health & Wellness’ service, and you might need someone...and you make good money."

"That's accurate." I can hear her smiling. "Okay, Lucy Quinn. Let's meet. Are you free tomorrow?"

"Yes."

"Good. Come to my house around two. I'll text you the address." She hesitates. "Just so you know, this isn't for everyone. Some people hear what I do and walk away. That's fine. No judgment."

My curiosity peaks "What exactly do you do?"

"It's better if I explain in person. Trust me."

"Okay."

"See you tomorrow, Lucy Quinn."

She hangs up.

I stare at the phone.

It's better if I explain in person.

What the hell did I just agree to?
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Chapter 3: Stroke of Luck
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Janice Burke's house is not what I expected.

I don't know what I expected, exactly. It's a normal suburban ranch with a flower garden out front and a wooden sign by the door that says "WELCOME FRIENDS."

I sit in my car for a full minute, debating myself.

You can leave. You can just drive away and pretend this never happened.

But I don't. Because I'm $900 short every month, and my kids are wearing shoes with holes in them, and I'm out of options.

I ring the doorbell.

The woman who answers is not what I expected either.

Janice Burke is a large woman, not just tall, but solid, the kind of person who takes up space unapologetically. She's maybe fifty, with short graying hair, a flowing purple tunic, and glasses on a beaded chain around her neck. She looks like she runs the neighborhood watch association and knits mittens for cats.

"Lucy?" she says, smiling warmly.

"Yes."

"Come in, come in!" She steps aside, ushering me into a living room. Classical music plays softly in the background and there's a cat on the couch. It’s wearing four knitted mittens.

I feel like I've walked into a lifestyle magazine.

"Sit, sit," Janice says, gesturing to an armchair. "Can I get you something? Coffee? Tea? I have some lemon bars I just made."

"I'm fine, thank you."

"You sure? They're really good. I use Meyer lemons."

"I'm sure."

She sits across from me, folding her hands in her lap like
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