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        To my readers,

        who believe second chances
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      Some people know at a young age what they want to do for a living when they grow up, but at twenty-seven years old I still didn’t have a clue. I figured that part of discovering my passion meant I wouldn’t know if a thing was my thing until I tried the thing out, right? Such logic was the reason this small beach town gal had once given scuba instructing a go.

      And, okay, it was true that swimming (and being underwater in general) had never overly appealed to me. But people talked about scuba diving with such enthusiasm that it had made me excited that I might be missing out on something great. I mean, why wouldn’t I want to feel like I’m on vacation all the time by teaching scuba diving in tropical waters?

      The darkness.

      The silence.

      The underwater creatures.

      Not to mention the crick in my neck from gaping around to make sure stealthy sea creatures weren’t about to attack me from behind.

      Yeah, scuba diving had not been my thing.

      Nobody could accuse me of not putting enough effort into trying to find my thing, but I was starting to feel more than a little skeptical that I’d ever find my dream career. I’d already spent an entire year as a directionally-challenged tour guide in the Rockies, a summer abroad bumbling the French language in a way that would’ve made my high school French teacher cringe, and several weeks last Christmas as a personal shopper who seemed to have a knack for picking out items people ended up returning.

      Although, why someone wouldn’t want to keep nine pleather reindeer who danced to “La Bamba” was beyond me. But, whatever.

      My big sister, Kari, told me I should just pick something, anything—those were her exact words—and stick with it longer without giving up so quickly. But it never took me much time to know when I didn’t like something, and shouldn’t expediency be a good thing? I thought so, but my sister seemed to think it was a crime to be fast at sizing things up.

      Of course, she had known at a young age that she wanted to be an artist, and had opened her own shop in our hometown of Blue Moon Bay in her early twenties, filling that store with her quirky and popular handmade trinkets. She’d recently opened a second shop here in Sacramento where she had met the love of her life. Now, Kari and Adrian were engaged. And I was happy for my sister, but at the same time her joy reminded me that I had fallen short, yet again. In fact, the last guy I went out with spent the entire date complaining about each and every person at his work—a large company, unfortunately—while I pondered my unfortunate dating choices.

      The sad fact was that I hadn’t had a real connection with a guy since Spencer Black, my high school boyfriend, and my one and only love. He’d broken my heart and then left town before I could get any real closure. I wanted to blame trust issues for never getting as close to anyone since, but the truth was I’d tried. Some of my boyfriends had been better than others, but I’d never felt that same spark again. Better to focus on work.

      I was now diligently and relentlessly searching for that elusive thing I would love to do for a living that could very well be interpretive dance instructor, which was the reason I’d dragged Kari and our friend Courtney Carmichael to an interpretive dance class this afternoon. Please, oh, please, let this be my answer to a fulfilling career. How many different jobs should one woman have to try out before she found one that fit? Sigh.

      Maybe I’d love this class and then train to be an instructor. Sure, I’d never danced much except once at my prom (alone) and, well, more times than I wished to admit in my shower (also alone). But I’d recently read an article raging about how popular interpretive dance was becoming, so maybe this career possibility would finally, at long last, be my thing.

      I was probably obsessing over my life’s choices right now because the instructor of the class, a tall, lithe woman with dreadlocks wrapped atop her head in a colorful bandana, had told us to start thinking about our “path in life” and my path felt more like a maze with dead-ends.

      “Think about your path in life and how it has brought you here to this moment. Just move the way your body wants to move,” she’d said, in a soothing and serene tone that made me want to curl into a ball and take a nap. “Your body is a vessel for this journey we call life. Your movements will help you become in sync with the universe, even if your conscious mind does not know how. Feel the flow. Feel the path. And just move.”

      “Feeling and moving,” I said, ready to stop thinking about my past. Determined to give this dance class my very best effort, I fought to really let go, shaking my hips, and . . . accidentally knocking into Courtney, who staggered sideways and plowed into Kari.

      I cringed, giving a wide-toothed smile. “Oops.”

      Courtney recovered her stance, and gave me a look. “If I need physical therapy after this class, Tabitha, that’s on you.”

      “Sorry,” I said, glad to see that Kari had righted herself quickly. “You okay?”

      Kari tilted her head to the side. “Did I forget to turn off my flat iron?”

      I shook my head. “You always think that and not once have you left it on.”

      “I’m just not sure . . .” She threw her gaze to the ceiling while dancing a figure-eight move with her hips and holding her arms above her head, making her look relaxed and flowy.

      Of course, she’d picked up interpretive dance quickly. I, on the other hand, probably looked like a drowning frog.

      Maybe bringing Kari and Courtney to this dance class had been a mistake. I was, after all, supposed to be the free spirited one in our trio, with a hint of hippie, and a pinch of adventurer thrown in for good measure. How did Courtney look more relaxed than me right now? She was an attorney for goodness’ sake. Although, she’d given up that thriving career when her husband left her saying she hadn’t paid enough attention to him. Ouch.

      Now, Courtney was single and owned a coffee cart that was decked out in enough Hawaiian-themed trinkets to make you almost hear ocean waves crashing against the brick buildings in mid-town Sacramento. She’d been stressed out and working long hours as a lawyer, and now had a career that made her happy, which inspired me to believe that I’d find my perfect job, too. In fact, maybe this was it.

      Thinking positively, I swung my arms, bounced from foot to foot, and twirled my skirt, hoping with every cell in my body that something would click. 

      “This is so freeing,” I lied, in a “fake it until you make it” effort to not give up quickly or I’d get another lecture from my darling sis. “I love this type of dancing and how I can just let go.”

      I scooped my hands toward the floor and then threw my fingers upward toward the ceiling, as if I were showering the dance studio with rose petals or autumn leaves. Kari and Courtney turned to one another, raising their eyebrows.

      “What?” I asked, feeling breathless, and trying to ignore the growing cramp in my side. This “feeling the flow” stuff was hard work. With a burst of energy, I skipped past some other dancers before returning, my movements wild and unpredictable. I saw Kari and Courtney exchange another look, and I lifted my eyebrows hopefully. “Do I look like I know what I’m doing?”

      “Hey, whatever you’re feeling is fine.” Courtney shuffled a little to the left and then to the right—which seemed to be a half-hearted attempt if you asked me—before coming back to a still position. Kari marched forward with a few, sturdy, confident steps, and then back to her spot, but she looked like her mind was elsewhere—probably on her flat iron.

      “I could be good at dance, right?” I asked, with a forced smile. 

      “Your call,” Courtney said, with a shrug. “I feel pretty steady with my path in life right now, so I’m thinking a treadmill might be more my style.”

      “You prefer a treadmill to dance?” I asked.

      She laughed. “We all have our own path.”

      I turned to Kari. “Are you steady in your path?”

      “This isn’t a competition, Tabitha,” she said, avoiding my gaze as she ducked her head.

      Of course, she felt steady in her path right now, since like two seconds after she’d opened the Kari’s Kaleidoscope shop here in Sacramento it started booming, not to mention her relationship with Adrian was a perfect love story come true.

      How had my sister and Courtney found their paths and I hadn’t?

      Was I doing something wrong?

      The instructor danced to the front of the room. “All right, everyone, let’s imagine what it would feel like to be a sunflower right now.”

      Closing my eyes, I thrust my chest upward, imagining I was a sunflower. I pretended to be waking up and turning toward the sun and that the ceiling was the sky. Staring at the wooden shiplap ceiling, I had to face reality. I was Tabitha Smith, not a sunflower. Why, oh, why couldn’t I be a sunflower like Kari and Courtney and the rest of the class?

      There was no denying it: an interpretive dancer was not my thing. 

      Maybe the disappointment of this realization made me a little distracted, or maybe my sunflower self just withered and died, because somehow I tripped over my own feet and ended up falling sideways toward the floor. Maybe Kari had finally forgotten about her flat iron and had gotten a little more aggressive in her dance moves, and that was the reason she tripped over me and fell. And maybe Courtney really did need a treadmill, because she tripped over my ankle, and the three of us ended up on the floor together in a pile of tangled limbs.

      And like a slow-motion movie after I’d fallen, I watched my cell phone bounce across the floor and hit the wall, landing on the wooden floor with a smack. Probably hadn’t been the best idea to put that in my skirt pocket.

      A second later, I pushed myself up and winced, holding my surely-bruised elbow as I sat upright. The class shot us sympathetic looks as the instructor walked toward us and Kari hauled me to my feet.

      I turned and found myself facing the instructor.

      “Finding the right path can be painful, but you’ll get there,” she said, her tone calm and knowing as she looked me in the eye. “Good work, everyone. See you next time.”

      Finding the right path can be painful? Apparently she meant physically painful, because my arm was throbbing. I shook my head. Any lingering ideas about dancing my way to my thing were long gone at this point, and even Kari’s look seemed to agree.

      “Sorry, little sis, but you gave it a good try,” she said, before she and Courtney went to get our gym bags on the other side of the room.

      With a sigh, I crawled across the floor on all fours toward the wall and picked up my phone. As I turned my cell over, it beeped with a voicemail. I glanced at the number as I stood, thinking it looked familiar but I couldn’t quite place it. Something tingled on the back of my brain. A local and familiar area code. Huh.

      As I checked my cell phone screen for cracks, we walked outside and Kari examined my elbow as Courtney came over with a bag of shaved ice from her coffee stand just outside.

      “You okay, Tabitha?” she asked.

      “I . . .” My voice trailed off as the voicemail transcription came across the cell screen. I read the message once, twice, and then I sank to the sidewalk. “No, I’m not all right. Not at all.”
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the Law Offices of Frank Fields and the receptionist escorted me into the conference room, I was surprised to find an older gentleman wearing a suit leaning back in a chair reading a romance novel.

      The receptionist cleared her throat. “Mr. Fields?”

      “Huh? What?” the man said, seeming to have been lost in the book.

      “Tabitha Smith is here for the ten o’clock meeting,” she said, backing away.

      “Oh, hi there,” he said, standing up to shake my hand as the receptionist left the room. “I’m Frank Fields.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said, even though it wasn’t a nice circumstance to be meeting him. Not in the slightest bit.

      “A pleasure to meet you as well,” he said, giving me a nod before pulling his hand away. “Like we talked about on the phone, Mr. and Mrs. Black
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