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For Whit.

You were the friend I tried every “bad” thing with for the first time, many of which were profoundly stupid. But god, you made me braver. Thank you for that. Rest in peace, my beautiful, vibrant friend.
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PROLOGUE

One Year Ago
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Bea

I am absolutely certain I’ve seen that painting before. All grays and shades of blue, melancholic aside from the two girls sitting on a grassy hillside overlooking the ocean. They are smiling at one another, bright and sunny on an otherwise gloomy day painted around them. The vast expanse of the water stretching out beyond the shore is probably meant to be a metaphor of some kind. The sea can be so many things at once. Large enough to contain multitudes, terrifying and vast. Probably, this painting is meant to convey that our lives contain multitudes, too.

We are allowed to have moments of joy in spite of the terrifying and vast uncertainties ahead of us, it says.

It says it’s okay to smile and laugh in the infusion unit while you sit beside your exhausted, sick friend—an unfathomable, churning ocean before her.

I close my eyes against the sharp sting, trying to hold the memories at bay. Those same blues and grays in the tint of her skin and the circles under her lashless eyes. Chapped lips cracking into a weak smile at me. I half expect to open my eyes and find hard linoleum underfoot instead of the plush carpet I know my (even plusher) chair currently sits on. I inhale deeply and let the scents of the law office ground me in the present. Faint traces of leather and some sort of designer fragrance—a far cry from the sterile smell of the hospital. And I know when I open my eyes, my best friend will still be dead.

And yet. Same fucking painting.

A man who looks exactly like my cartoon brain’s version of a lawyer walks in. Clean-shaven, sharp suit, hair with a perfect gray stripe, gelled within an inch of its life. I spare him a brief glance before my eyes are drawn right back to the picture.

“You like it? I bought it off a street artist in BC,” he says. “Parts of Canada really are just like a miniature Europe, you know.” His laugh is phony when he looks at me, but my doubt must’ve made its way to my face, because his smile disappears in an instant. “That’s . . . a lie. Sorry,” he adds in a rush. “I don’t know why I said that?” He appears to be genuinely confused now. By the lie, or by his willingness to admit it, I’m not sure. “My secretary ordered it from one of those surplus home goods websites, I think.”

People have always told me things. Always confided their secrets. It’s the eyes, my mom always said. Like brandy backlit by the sun, she added when I got older. Like maybe they make people drunk in their own way, make them eager to share. I once thought it was just one of those things mothers said, but then I met Merritt Young in fifth grade. She knocked me flat on my back with a tetherball to the gut, then kneeling over my wheezing body, she cried, “I’m sorry! It wasn’t an accident. I wanted to beat you and got pissed off! I’m still sorry, though!” The instant I heard pissed leave her ten-year-old lips, that new girl in school went from being some exotic enigma to the coolest person I’d ever met, and we were inseparable from that moment on.

That is, until three weeks ago, when her battle with breast cancer came to a quiet, anticlimactic end. A barely discernible rasp, her hand slackening in mine. The vibrant soul with whom I shared my best memories ceasing to exist between one blink and the next.

“I think,” Lawyer says, “I have to admit, I think I might be a little nervous. This is the first time I’ve ever had a—a delicate conversation of this particular nature, and I’ve been a lawyer for twenty-seven years.” He looks at me like I should give him some credit for this, but I have no clue what I’d be crediting him for. I try to smile but think my brow is the only thing that lifts.

He smooths his tie down with a shaky hand, and we sink into another awkward silence. I am still trying to puzzle together what this meeting is about and why I needed to drive two hours out of town rather than rot in bed like I’d planned. Surrounded by a respectable pile of snacks that I may or may not eat, three beverages, and something distracting blaring in the background, ideally. Loud enough to drown out my thoughts.

“Right. Well. I suppose I should just launch right into it, then?” Lawyer hedges.

“I think that’d be good?” I say, uncertain. My voice feels rusty. “What’s your name? You’re who I spoke to on the phone?” Dale, or Dell, or Denny?

“Kenneth Chadborn.” Damn, I wasn’t even close. Maybe my entire brain is rusty. Along with the rest of my personality. All of me fell into a state of disrepair when Merritt died.

Kenneth clears his throat a couple of times before he begins. “To start. I want to say I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Marshall.”

“Thank you.” It comes out a whisper. I keep waiting for it to get easier to respond to that line, or to come up with something that feels more appropriate than thank you. At least this time, I’m not shocked by the quick flare of anger at the empty words.

Empty, just like the text bubble will remain when I send a message to her phone. Empty like her room in my house. Full of her things but devoid of her.

“Well, as I’m sure you know, prior to beginning chemotherapy, Miss Young opted to have her eggs frozen in order to prevent any damage to them while undergoing treatment. The bank can keep eggs frozen for up to ten years, but in cases where the donor passes, there is the option to donate them, dispose of them, or . . . to will them to someone. She has willed those eggs to you.”

Now it’s my head that goes empty.

I can feel my mouth opening and closing in shock when he sifts through the papers on his desk and passes me an envelope. “I did not know that,” I croak. I knew she’d had her eggs frozen but not—not the rest of it.

“Oh,” he says.

“Yeah,” I flatly reply.

I knew when she got her first period and about the time she stole a Butterfinger from O’Doyle’s when we were ten—even went back with her to fess up and pay for it later that day. I knew when she named her favorite Pillow Pet Silas, after Silas Byrd, in seventh grade so she could practice making out with it. I knew all her small and light secrets, and her deepest, darkest ones, too. When she cheated on a test and when she dinged someone’s car in a parking lot and drove away. When she slept with someone else’s boyfriend in college.

But she never told me this. Why?

It’s not as if you didn’t hold on to some secrets of your own, my subconscious replies.

Visibly coming to some internal decision, Kenneth rolls his shoulders and presses on. “Eggs can be frozen for up to ten years, but the cryopreservation center’s policy is to hold on to them for two years postmortem. Unfortunately, Miss Young’s estate does not include the funds to pay for the cost of storage, but they are willing to give you a few months without late penalties, as long as you eventually get caught up. They are also willing to forgo the fee for disposing of them should you decide you don’t want them.”

“Hold on,” I say. “How much is it a month?” There is too much information coming at me at once, and I don’t think I’m doing well absorbing any of it. “And . . . and why wouldn’t she just donate them when she knew . . . ?” Knew she was going to die, I can’t say.

“The storage fee is five hundred dollars a year or fifty dollars a month,” he says. And I realize he can’t answer the second question, anyway. That Merritt planned it like this, she didn’t donate them because she wanted them to go to me.

I flinch like I’ve been slapped when it clicks. When I think of Merritt plotting a future she wouldn’t be part of. He mistakes it for something else.

“I get it. Normally when I tell people they’ve been left something in a will, it’s not something that costs them.” Whatever my face does makes him double back. “I mean, it’s nothing to shrug at, considering the cost of the IVF you’d have to do if you chose to utilize Miss Young’s eggs, in conjunction.”

“How—how much is IVF?”

He trills his lips. “Depends on what your insurance covers. When my wife and I did it, years ago, most policies didn’t cover anything.”

I want to tell him that I’m a hairstylist on the edge of a small town. I built an extensive client list within two years, so as long as I work consistently, I do a little more than fine for myself; however, I pay out of pocket for my insurance and therefore have the most affordable, egregiously mediocre insurance available. But there is something more urgent gaining volume inside me, crying out from somewhere deep in my chest. A piece of Merritt, it says. I could bring a piece of my friend back into the world. Something beautiful and miraculous and mine—all concepts I can’t fathom at the moment.

“You don’t have any idea on cost range?” I ask.

He hooks a finger into his collar and pulls at it like this conversation is choking off air. “I believe it’s anywhere from ten to twenty-five thousand, with a great many factors in between.” He clears his throat forcefully. “Like, would you also need to pay for donated s-sperm, or would you have a partner in mind? And, of course, there’s always the chance that it could take more than one round. Then, beyond that, there’s the cost of OB care during pregnancy. Delivery. All the . . . all the stuff you need for a baby.” His eyes go downright haunted. “It’s been years, but. There’s a great deal of . . . stuff.”

There would also be a piece of Merritt.

“—stroller, car seat, crib, clothes. My oldest had bad allergies and had to go on a special formula that cost us a couple hundred bucks a month. And god, diapers.”

A piece of Merritt.

“—the cost of adding another person on insurance.”

A piece of Merritt.

“I’d have up to two years, though?” I interject. I can’t unscramble my thoughts from my feelings just yet. I want time.

“Well, yes.”

I focus on the painting again. On those two girls laughing above rough waters. “I’ll take all the information. Thank you.”
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I know better than to open the letter right away. I drive home in silence so I can’t be triggered by any songs, then force myself to do the dishes I haven’t touched in a month before I let myself open it—like doing this means I’ll be allowed to fall to pieces later, some sick sort of reward system. Afterward, I climb into my bed on weary limbs, my hands shaking when I finally pry open the envelope.

If you’re reading this, it means that I am dead. WOMP WOMP WOMP.

That’s all it takes. I hear the words like they’ve been spoken in her bright voice—sarcastic and indelibly on the brink of a laugh—and implode. The sob that rips through me shakes my bones and sets my throat on fire. I want to turn myself inside out and put my soul on ice. Anything to relieve the burn of this deep, raw hurt. I cry and gasp into my knuckles until the worst of it passes and I can go on.

Sorry for the cold open, but it’s hard to take this too seriously. They’re adamant when they tell you to think positively, to surround yourself with optimism after a diagnosis. Especially after the second one.

And then they follow that up with telling you to make a will and testament.

Therefore, I am writing to you from this extremely weird headspace where I’m not supposed to actually think the cancer will do me in, but where I also have to consider that it will. And you know what, Bea? I really don’t want to write this. I really don’t want to die.

I have to pause to breathe through another blinding stab of agony.

I guess the good news is that if I am in fact dead, it’s not upsetting me! Definitely sad for you, though. No chance there’s anyone as funny as me, or as tolerant when it comes to your Halloween costume choices. Who the hell is going to be the Sexy Gandalf to your Hot Sauron? Or, for that matter, who else is going to dress up for Halloween with you at all at your big age? I hope there’s someone around to correct all the sayings you get wrong. Remember, it’s last-ditch, not last-stitch. And for god’s sake, it’s “for all intents and purposes,” not “for all intensive purposes,” no matter how you try to justify it!!!

I know this. But I loved how it made her laugh when she had to correct me. I knew she loved correcting me.

At any rate, I’m still oscillating between making this incredibly earnest or totally cavalier, so I guess instead of doing either, I’ll focus on myself and hope I can impart some final wisdom on you.

When I do my best to consider being dead, the things I feel regretful over are mostly small, silly things. Like, why didn’t I ever adopt a pet? I kept thinking there would be a better time. I should have gotten into baking my own bread. Like, named my own sourdough starter and gotten weirdly intense about it. The idea that I wasted any of my precious days actually depriving myself of carbohydrates fills me with such rage, BB. I also wish I’d gone on one of those ocean fishing boats so I could find out for myself if halibut are actually real. I am simply not convinced. They look made-up! Like something someone’s toddler drew! I wish I would have written something that reached publication somewhere, or maybe painted something. Something that would have my name on it. Anything that left some sort of mark on the world, long after I’d died.

I suppose since I am dead—

“Jesus, Merritt, how many times are you going to say dead?”

—you will have heard about the Big Thing I did when I was diagnosed the first time. I am planning to tell you, so hopefully I finally got around to it and this isn’t jarring news . . .

“You didn’t. And it is.”

I always picture us raising our kids together, even though I’m never totally sure I want them. Even though I never can quite picture the man I’d have them with. But you’re the Gilly to my Sally Owens, Bea (at least in the redhead-brunette respect, since we’re a little swapped when it comes to personality—you get what I’m saying). Even if it’s just you and me forever, we can inspire witchcraft rumors and live in one of the old Victorians on the back side of town. Our moms can cosplay the old aunts. We’ll have midnight margaritas and try not to wake our two perfect girls.

Shit. I’m talking like I’m still alive. Let me get back on track . . .

The thing is, when I was looking into the whole egg-freezing process, I just got one of those weird feelings I sometimes get, like it was important to slow down and take in the details instead of bull-rushing things like you and I both prefer. So, I read up on what would happen to my eggs if I should die, and when I learned about the option to leave them to someone, of course the only choice was you. If I get all the way through this and can’t carry a baby, I know you’ll do that for me, too. Isn’t that crazy? To just know that about someone? I can picture how that conversation would go so vividly. You’d say something like, “Give it here, I’ve got you. I’ll lord this over you forever.” You’d make it sound so easy.

But if I really am dead, then I know you’ll know what to do, either way. Maybe they’ll be a gift, somehow. Maybe this is how I’ll leave my mark on the world.

I’m planning on telling you about all of this, but, BB, I can tell you don’t want to hear it, because this scenario means I’m dead and you hate when I admit that possibility in any way. You’re a perfect friend, don’t get me wrong (I swear to god if you shave any bit of your head this time, I will haunt your ass)! I just know you’re scared. If I am currently fish food—

“Fuck’s sake, Merritt.”

—then I hope I thanked you often enough for trying to be brave. For those occasions when you have let me talk about dying, even though your whole jaw turns to stone and you won’t meet my eyes. And listen, if I ended up croaking and didn’t talk to you about this egg stuff, please know it was only out of pride. You have every right to say no, but I’m afraid you’d say yes to my face no matter what. If I’m already gone, you’ll know it won’t make a difference to me either way. You’ll know it’s your choice.

BB, I’m too tired to try to put into words what you mean to me. You know it, though, yeah?

You’re my goddamn soulmate. Always.




CHAPTER 1

Now
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Bea

My date is giving me the silent treatment. By date, I mean my plus-one to a wedding. I also mean my mom.

She turns the car down a winding road shaded under a canopy of evergreen trees, only specks of dove-gray clouds poking through. An outdoor wedding in April was risky for the Oregon coast.

“Looks like it might rain,” I try.

Nothing. I turn up the volume on the music, and she turns it back down.

“Mom,” I softly chide. “Would you rather just stay home? You don’t need to go to this with me.”

Her lips purse. “Well, I wasn’t actually invited, so my only option is to go as a plus-one,” she huffs.

“It’s the second time Wren and Ellis have gotten married, Mom. I imagine they’re keeping it small. I was surprised I got an invite.” I suck my teeth in frustration. “You didn’t even like the Byrds.”

“I never said anything of the sort!” she lies, affronted. “I thought Ellis’s parents were a little irresponsible, that’s all.”

“Oh, yeah, how irresponsible of them to die young and leave Ellis to raise his siblings.”

“When they were alive, Bea,” she says. “I said that they were sometimes a little irresponsible and a little careless when they were alive. Late to things. Forgot what time the kids were out of school. Let all four of those kids run wild. That is all I have ever said.”

Ah yes. The joys of small-town living. Even when you’re long gone, someone is still talking shit about you and acting like they’re not. I don’t need to let this fight dredge up the fragments of our last one, though. “Whatever you say.”

“That is what I say, dammit.” She takes a few calming breaths. “Besides all that, I show plenty of support to this generation of Byrds. I’m at Wren’s every Sunday.”

This garners her a few points and puts her back in my good graces. Wren’s bakery is actually called Savvy’s, since it previously belonged to her mom, Savannah, but I like that she’s fully embraced it as Wren’s.

I inhale deeply before I try a gentler approach. “I just mean that you don’t have any obligation to go with me to this, Mom. I’ll be okay. I’m fine.” As fine as I can be, at least, in spite of my mom’s verbose opposition to . . . everything I do as of late. Most notably my decision to rent out my house and move into her guesthouse while I get as financially sound as possible before I, hopefully, have a baby. Three months back at home and her frustration with me only seems to grow, rather than the support and acceptance I’d hoped for.

The sigh Mom lets out sounds a thousand years old. “I plan to make sure you have fun.”

Well. We’re off to a good start, aren’t we?

“Your well-being matters as a whole, not just your capacity to carry,” Dr. Neilson had said at our final consultation meeting to discuss the embryo transfer. It’d been abutted by other instructions for before and aftercare, of course. A schedule of shots and medications leading up to a target transfer date, plus some after. Birth control for the month prior to starting any of it. Rest up, stay distracted, just take care of yourself, too. I don’t know why that last remark keeps nagging at me the way it does, but Mom’s comment and everything it implies brings it right back to the surface.

As if I didn’t spend the last year clawing my way out of the worst of my grief to the best of my ability. I’ve read books—books that all said not to make any major decisions for a year, and I’ve given it that. I deleted all my social media, because I couldn’t take coming across another bell-ringing video or the cocktail of rage and elation it generally ignites in me. I’ve adhered to an exercise schedule, I’ve meditated . . . all while working my ass off to save up enough money for IVF. The point of giving up my home for the rest of this year is to continue saving up for everything else. For childcare and medical expenses and time off. To do everything I can possibly do to make this decision with the care it deserves.

I thought I was doing everything right, taking care of myself. But now I have to worry about working in enough fun?

“All you do is work,” Mom goes on. “Six or seven days a week for the last six months straight, at least.”

“Mom. I needed to.”

“No, you didn’t.” She takes a hand off the steering wheel to cut it through the air in a single slice. “But I’m not going to argue with you about that again tonight. I just need to see . . .” She trails off, and I’m horrified when I find her choking back tears. “I just need to see you living, Bea. Living for yourself. I would love to see you dancing. I need to see you smile and laugh.”

She’s said it so fervently, the words thick with emotion, and guilt pushes me low in my seat. Guilt for being alive when Merritt is not. Guilt that I haven’t been able to do what she’s asked yet. Guilt that I’ve worried my mom so much for so long, despite my best efforts.

She’ll come around, I know. This is the way things go between my mom and me. Leslie Marshall is a virtuoso pianist with multiple accolades to her name. She was valedictorian of her high school class before attending Arizona State on a soccer scholarship, where she also met my (biological) father. She completed three of her four years before moving back home to Spunes—single—at six months’ pregnant with me. And while she maintains that she wants for nothing in life, she certainly always wants more for me.

“I just wanted more for you” when I quit violin as a preteen.

“I just wanted more for you” when I left college and registered for hair school.

“I just want more for you” when I told her my plan for IVF. “I want you to have a baby of your own someday.” Which spawned one of the most shocking and ugliest discussions we’ve ever had. Me, shocked because I’d always known my mother to be a radical, open-minded progressive, and yet there I was, arguing with her about adoptive parents and alternative families and how their lack of shared biology did not make them less than.

She, feeling personally attacked by my inability to just “know what she meant.”

I shouldn’t have asked her to come with me tonight. Probably, I just should have RSVP’d no. But it’s a distraction, and I was instructed to find some of those. Plus, the people getting remarried this evening have come back from heartbreaks of their own, and maybe I want to see what that looks like.

By the time we pull into the Byrds’ driveway, the mist is in full swing. And by the time I find myself getting out of the car and opening my umbrella, the dread is crashing over me, too.

How could I forget? No matter how hard-won, I don’t see people’s joy and simply feel hope for my own again. I also see all the things Merritt is missing.

We would have consulted each other on our dresses a week ago. Probably would have shopped for new ones together. She would have pretended not to look for Silas the moment we arrived, then sighed dreamily through her nose at the sight of him in a suit. I would have held back a sigh of my own.

This spiral snuck up on me and is cranking into me now, my lungs twisting in my chest.

“I need to use the bathroom,” I say to Mom in a reedy voice, passing her the umbrella and peeling off toward the house before she can respond. I round a corner and grab the first door I see, then launch myself through.

Or, at least, I try to. I smack into a wall of chest and ricochet right back outside instead.

“Easy, girl” comes a man’s rough rumble, like I’m some wild horse he’s guiding into a trot. Two calloused hands grip my upper arms to steady me. I look up, directly into a half-cocked grin in the darkened garage. I flash back to a memory; that same slash of a smile on a dimly lit porch, parting slowly around a joint, tendrils of smoke curling out from its corners while the sounds of college debauchery played in the background.

“Silas,” I say, a quiet gasp.

“Bea,” he says back. He’s bright in the blue spotlight shining on him. A few inches over six feet. Hair caught between brown and blond, eyes that can flash either turquoise or gray depending on the light, and a white smile with imperfections that only add to its charm. Dimples that have worked on everyone he’s ever wielded them on. The sort of bone structure that makes you believe in those one-in-a-million discovery stories. Something like “I was just cleaning the garbage out of my truck at a gas station when this guy gave me his card and said I had a face for movies.”

Absolutely too good-looking to be my type. Too blatantly sexy. Almost clichéd.

—what I’ve been trying to convince myself for years.

My eyes catch on a collection of scars that creep up the strong column of his throat. But then he’s tamping down his expression like my name broke a spell and reminded him he shouldn’t smile around me these days. I mourn it instantly.

“I’m glad you came,” he tells me.

“Yeah,” I force out. “I wouldn’t skip this.” Which is when I think of the things I have skipped, including replying to him all the times he’s reached out since Merritt died. “I’ve, um. I’ve been meaning to get back to you. I’m sorry.”

He slides his hands into his pockets and presses his lips together like he finds this amusing. “No, you haven’t.”

I feel my chin rear back. “What?” I’m still under the gutter while he remains inside the shelter of the garage. I rub my palms up and down my arms where they’ve suddenly gone cold.

“You never meant to get back to me,” he explains with a smirk. “Little rude, Ruby. Don’t you think?”

My mouth drops open, and his arms snap out, lifting me into the garage by my elbows before I know it’s happening. “Sorry I’ve been somewhat preoccupied, Silas,” I say, surprising myself with the bite in it. I don’t bother correcting him on my name. He’s never accepted that Bea is the entirety of it and has almost always called me anything but.

“Ah yes. Wallowing can be a full-time job,” he replies casually. “I admire your commitment to it.”

Oh, this motherfucker. “Uh, I’ve been doing a lot more than wallowing!” I laugh in pure indignation, high-pitched and humorless. The cold is gone, replaced by something fiery.

“Such as?” He widens his stance and starts rifling around the inside of his navy suit jacket, completely unperturbed.

I sputter over a few sounds before I reply, “I’ve been working six days a week, getting my house ready to rent, I moved in with my parents . . .” All things I’m certain his nosy ass knows, since this town has fewer than one thousand people in it and he’s usually the first in everyone’s business. I feel a small thrill when I realize I have at least one update that’ll shock him. I cross my arms and lean on a hip. Let my eyes travel the length of him as he tips up his flask and takes a drink. “And trying to get pregnant.”

He chokes, and it’s supremely satisfying. He’s still coughing and pounding his fist on his chest when I brush past him and head deeper into the garage toward the house. “Glad we got caught up, Si.”

“’Fraid I’m still a little behind, Red,” I hear him wheeze. I turn to throw him a look over my shoulder and find him reaching for me again. He takes his hand back and coughs into it. “Save me a dance?” he says.

More memories shuffle through my brain like cards in a deck. A red-orange boutonniere, his palm over my pulse, sea-green sequins catching in the lights as their wearer hurried away. Merritt with her beautiful complexion and her incredible chocolate hair, crying angry tears. Merritt in a hospital bed, applying makeup to her colorless face, smiling shyly as Silas handed her a bouquet, her downy head backlit by the sun.

Silas in a hospital bed, too, a collection of wires and wrappings, a ventilator inflating his lungs. Him in that same hospital bed, up and cracking jokes and making the staff blush.

So much history. Too much history and not enough time. Life, death, happiness, despair.

“Say yes, Ruby,” he adds, softer now. “I promise to make you mad again, if that’ll help.”

I study his perfectly imperfect face, the bump on his nose he earned his sophomore year when he took a baseball to it. I should have figured he’d annoyed me on purpose. He’s always had a read on me like that.

“It did help,” I admit. Felt good to feel something other than everything else I’ve been fighting off for all these months, however fleeting. “I’ll save you a dance.”

The whole exchange leaves me calmer. Like letting my emotions lash out allowed me to settle back down into something functional. I find my mom and offer her a smile when I emerge from the house a few minutes later, and for once, the palpable hope in her grin doesn’t set off my guilt.

We filter into the small stable that the Byrds have set up for the ceremony on account of the rain, and it’s beautiful and lovely and so very them. Origami birds hang from the ceiling, flowers and hay litter the floors, and a couple of horses stick their heads out of their stalls to watch it all take place alongside a small group of us from town.

Admittedly, I do my best to tune out quite a bit. I’m worried if I let myself happy cry, it’ll open the floodgates for everything else. But I am delighted and surprised when I see Silas at the head of the aisle, officiating the whole thing. I find myself watching him speak when Wren and Ellis are there, staring at one another with a lifetime’s worth of love in their eyes. I watch Silas’s mouth move, even as I actively try not to hear what he’s saying, like I might brace myself against the swell of emotion his speech brings.

My hold on myself slips at a few points. First, when I hear him say, “My brother has saved my life in the literal sense, more than once, so when I fell off a mountain in a ball of fire, all that went through my head was holding on long enough for him to find me. It never once occurred to me that he wouldn’t.”

And again, when he says, “What is bravery, if not hope in action?”

I know it’s about Wren and Ellis, and how hoping against their own odds is what brought them together in the first place, even after having a baby as teenagers, and what brought them back together after they dropped Sam off at college last summer. But of course I make it about Merritt, how much hope she’d had and how it helped her brave the worst of things, even in death.

But this is also when Silas’s eyes find me, and the big bastard winks. He winks like it’s all some smug act and not the most earnest tribute he’s given in his life. Either way, that wink puts me on solid ground again. One of my salty tears dissolves on my tongue when it meets my silent chuckle.

I could use more of this feeling, whatever it is. Like relief, but sweeter. I am suddenly glad that I came today, even if it’s just a distraction and everything else is still waiting for me outside of tonight.

I’m even looking forward to a dance.




CHAPTER 2

Now
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Silas

I’ve heard it said that rain is good luck on a wedding day. That is all well and good, and truly, I want nothing but the best for my brother and Wren going forward forever, but . . . enough is enough already.

We’re forty-five minutes into the reception and the weather still hasn’t let up. I recruited my future brother-in-law, Fisher, to help me bring in a few tables to spread across the barn, and then my sister quickly stepped in, moving flowers and decorations around until she managed to make everything look like it was meant to be this way. I start searching for Sage again, now, to see if she has any ideas on what we can do about dancing. There’s only enough room for one or two couples inside the barn.

“If you’re looking for Bea, I just saw her over by the food tables.”

I turn to my eldest brother with a dull look but drop it when I see the drink he’s holding aloft for me. “Looking for Sage, actually,” I tell Ellis, before I take it and clink the glass to his.

“She snuck off with Fisher after they brought in the rest of the food. Probably defiling some corner of my house as we speak,” he says into his whiskey.

“And yet you remain spectacularly unbothered,” I laugh.

Ellis’s eyes track to Wren across the room, and it’s clear that nothing could bother this guy today. His stare stays locked on her when he speaks again. “Sorry, Si. Need to tell the DJ to play something slow. Time to dance with my wife.” He hands me his empty glass without a second glance, then stalks off toward his bride.

A hot puff of air brushes across the back of my neck, followed by something wet. I spin around to face a horse’s yellow-toothed smile. “Hope,” I chide. “You know I love you, but I can’t have you messing up my hair. I’m trying to see about a girl soon.” She flaps her gums at me and gives her head a little toss. “A human girl. Red hair like copper and shiny as a new penny. Gold-and-green eyes.” Eyes that were missing their typical fire, so sad they unnerved me when I saw them today. I grimace when I recall trying to get them to spark again and some of the stupid shit I said. “A mouth that is . . . a mouth.” Yeah, that mouth has always been a problem for me. Soft and excessively plump and at odds with the rest of her face.

Hope nuzzles my shoulder and lips at my collar. I let out a sigh. “That’s what I’m best at, Hope. Teasing. Providing a good time. Nothing too serious.” Probably why Bea hasn’t called or texted me back in months, too. I don’t know that I’d be anyone’s first call on a dark day.

“This is becoming a thing for you, huh?” says Fisher when he appears at my side.

I snort a laugh, grateful for his dry teasing and the diversion. Last month, Fisher and Sage took a vacation to Greece and left me in charge of their small farm. Instead of sending me pictures of the Mediterranean coastline, Sage sent me pictures of every stray cat they came across, and Fisher sent me pictures of Sage petting every damned one of those cats. I reciprocated with videos of myself, conversing with their medley of animals from home.

“Guess so,” I say. “Done doing nasty things with my baby sister?”

He doesn’t miss a beat. “For now. You about to start doing nasty things with Hope here? Think that’ll put a damper on a really fine day. Especially since it looks like the rain’s about to quit.”

“Is it?” I’m too eager to my own ears. I spot Bea and her mom at a table at the far end of the barn.

“Who you looking for?” His arm floats up on instinct, before Sage comes over and tucks herself into his side.

“Don’t know when to quit, do you?” she says to me, before providing a sidelong explanation to Fisher. “Si’s had it bad for Bea Marshall for years, probably because she’s never fallen for his charms.”

She did once, I think. And there was nothing tricky about it. It was honest and more memorable than every other fling I’ve ever had, put together—an ungenerous thought that I don’t feel great about.

“Bothering her and bullying her into liking you didn’t pan out?” Fisher remarks.

“Sadly, not everyone is as weak-minded as you,” I tell him. There’s no point trying to explain that for how bad I have, indeed, had it for Bea, I have also just missed her friendship. They wouldn’t believe me, anyway. I’m not sure I believe myself. But Sage continues eyeing me sharply. “What?” I ask.

“It’s nothing. . . . Never mind,” she fibs.

“What is it?” I force a smile to put her at ease.

She hesitates another moment, then blows a heavy sigh. “I know you and Bea have always been . . . different sides of the same coin, I guess. Or, like, the same sides of different coins, maybe? Prolific coins, at that.”

A laugh rockets out of me. “Did you just politely call us sluts?”

“I’m saying that I know Bea can handle herself and always has, even when it comes to you, but after Merritt—she’s vulnerable, Silas. Now is probably not the time to pursue your conquest.”

She’s said it playfully enough. Sarcastically enough. And still it stings. The ruined skin over my right knee feels hot and itchy beneath my slacks all of a sudden. I run my fingers over the scars on my neck where it’s gone tighter and try to unclench my jaw. I end up undoing the top button of my shirt and loosening my tie, like that’ll make the smile stay loose on my face.

“Nah,” I say eventually. “You know it’s all for fun. Just thought I’d cheer her up.” Nothing too serious. “Besides, I think she might be seeing someone?” Maybe? Maybe not? Trying to get pregnant is a weird joke to make, if it was, in fact, a joke.

I feel a tap on my shoulder then. When I turn, I find Bea with her chin tilted proudly, arms folded across her middle and an eyebrow lifted at me.

“I promised a dance,” she says, huffing like she’s full of regrets. It’s fake as hell. I can’t stop a grin. “I don’t think my mom will want to stay too late is all,” she insists.

I throw a terse wave at Sage and Fisher and offer Bea my good hand, smile pulling wider when she takes it straightaway. And then I lead her toward the driveway dance floor.

The air is still hanging heavy outside, but the mist is taking a break. I tug her a little harder than I mean to, and she tumbles into me.

“Sorry,” I say, my chuckle ruffling her hair.

She slides her free hand up my chest until it drapes over my shoulder, the curve of her mouth sliding up with it. “No, you’re not,” she says.

No, I’m not.

She’s wearing a low-cut dark blue dress with orange flowers printed all over, with frilly, gauzy sleeves that make me want to laugh, inexplicably. What the hell could those insubstantial sleeves be protecting? A half inch of each shoulder? The single beauty mark just below her right collarbone? She’s got boots on her feet like we all do, since anything dressier would be wasted on a town that’s perennially wet.

The song isn’t exactly a slow number, but it’s something in between. When I try to sway us to the rhythm, Bea goes stiff. Her eyes dart back and forth like she’s sifting through her thoughts on a teleprompter.

“Is it the song?” I ask.

“Yeah,” she replies, brows pinching sharply. “She—Merritt used to get fixated on certain songs. I’m talking repeat, nonstop, until she’d burn out on it and find a new one.” She tries to smile, but I think it costs her too much. She blows out a long, shaky breath instead, scanning the area like she’s already thinking of making a break for it.

“What if you let yourself cry for this one?” I offer. “Close your eyes and remember and just cry if you want. Squeeze my hand so hard it hurts. And I promise I’ll cheer you up for the next song.”

“I’ve been fine, I don’t even know why this is getting to me right now,” she says, her voice too small. “I can’t let my mom see me lose it.” She straightens her fingers like she’s about to pull away.

“I won’t let her,” I promise. But when she gives the barest tug again, I practically growl out a please, accidental desperation spilling into the word.

Those startled eyes find mine again, and the fear in them clears, right before she lets them fall closed. I keep us angled away from the opening to the barn where anyone else might see her, but I stay watching Bea and a hundred micro-expressions that flit over her face. The finespun muscles that tighten and loosen around her full mouth, her brow, the delicate, sparkly skin of her lids. I keep us moving, and she keeps letting me, no matter that we get a little off beat. And when tears spill out from beneath her lashes, I catch her mouth also shaping into a smile, right before her head settles onto my shoulder. I feel the breath of a small laugh, some inside joke I’m not in on and want to be. By the time the next song rolls around, she’s grinning with damp cheeks. When she looks up at me again, the spikes of her lashes form little crowns above her eyes.

“Now,” I say, throat too tight around some feeling I can’t name, determined to deliver on my promise. “Now do you want me to toss you around a bit? Work you over ’til you feel good?”

Bea’s head dips back with the force of her cackle. “Do you hear yourself when you say those things?” she says. “Do you even recognize your own innuendos anymore?”

I know every step to this particular dance. My brows shoot up innocently, her laugh still ringing in my ears. “I was talking about dancing, Trix. What gutter did your mind get off to?”

“Don’t worry about where I get off,” she says, smiling broadly when my expression slips. She’s always been fun to spar with, but she hasn’t flirted back with me in years, and I’m sure my face isn’t hiding my surprise. “You know you’re not gonna pull one over on me, Si. Even when you’re subtle, you’re not. And what the hell is a Trix?”

Pretty soon she’s going to realize how close we are and she’ll put some space between us again. Her chest grazes the front of my ribs and I get a hit of her perfume. Subtly sweet, a little nutty mist on her skin. Reminds me of how the bakery smells when Wren’s doing something with almonds. Roasted marshmallows on a fire after a week of storms. “I bet with a can-do attitude and plenty of hydration, I could pull at least two or three over you. And, Beatrix,” I explain.

She gives her head a firm shake. “I draw the line at Trix. You can’t jump to a nickname without Bea in it at all.”
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