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CHAPTER 1


Sam

The smell of honeysuckle is the only aromatherapy I need. It’s the scent of the South, and even on a tough day, it can pull me out of a funk. While the cicadas haven’t started their summer music just yet, at least the worst of the yellow pine pollen is gone.

Spring has settled into Whynot and there’s no other place I’d want to call home.

I lock the door to my duplex, tuck my keys into my back pocket, and start the walk toward Main. The sun is warm enough today to bake the sidewalk, and the days are stretching longer. The sky is the kind of pale gold that gives the illusion that everything has been dusted with sugar, and I make a mental note to remember that simile for later use.

My shift at Chesty’s starts in twenty minutes and my walk there will only take five, but I love this stroll through town. It’s five blocks of routine, five blocks of familiarity.

I’m a habitually early person and despise those who are chronically late, which some may say is a fault to be so hard-line about. But I consider it disrespectful to be tardy over and over again, or as my mee-maw would always say, “If you can show up late, you can show up on time—you just choose not to.”

Mrs. Beasley’s on her porch swing, fanning herself with what I bet is an old church bulletin. Her hound dog is sprawled out on his side, and he opens a lazy eye at my approach.

She lifts her chin when I pass. “Evenin’, Sam-Pete.”

I can feel the dimples pop from the unbidden grin. You can separate generations in this town by what they call me. Samuel, if it’s one of the church elders, Sam-Pete for those in my parents’ age group since that was my nickname from toddlerhood all the way through high school, and just Sam from those who know me best and therefore know it’s what I prefer these days.

I tip my head and call back. “Evenin’, Mrs. B. Ol’ Chester there looks pretty lazy today.”

“He’s sheddin’ something fierce. On my last nerve, I tell you. I could knit a sweater with how much fur he’s blowin’.”

“But you love him anyway,” I call back over my shoulder.

“That I do,” she says, and leans over to pat the old dog’s back.

A couple of teenagers in a mud-splattered truck holler something that sounds like, “Free beer at Chesty’s!” and I wave back because it’s easier than explaining marketing doesn’t work that way.

Whynot’s a tiny town in central North Carolina, but it packs more personality than should legally fit between the feed store and the water tower. White clapboard houses lean into each other like old friends. Flower boxes explode with petunias. Somebody’s frying something three streets over, and the smell makes my stomach growl.

When I walk past Central Café, I try to see into the darkened restaurant, but it’s too gloomy. I can make out the tables with chairs stacked on them, but not much else. I try to imagine the smell of Muriel’s biscuits and the way they used to perfume this whole stretch of sidewalk, but she’s been closed down now for a week, and there’s no sign of her reopening in the near future. I swear you could tell the time of day by what you’d smell as you walked by.

“Damn shame,” I mutter, because the old diner was the heartbeat of Whynot. It’s where gossip ran rampant, but friendships only got deeper as people bonded over blueberry pancakes in the morning and Muriel’s famous meatloaf at night.

I adjust my pace, cross to the other side where the pavement cracks around an old crepe myrtle, and keep moving. The neon sign of Chesty’s glows weakly in the waning daylight—red letters flickering in welcome to the parched citizen.

I push through the door, and the bell gives its half-hearted jingle. Chesty’s smells like stale smoke from the days when it was legal to smoke indoors and the faint sour of spilled beer, making it fall squarely within the description of a dive bar. Sunlight stripes the room through the blinds, doing little to brighten up the inside.

Larry’s behind the bar, wiping down its scarred top. He glances at the clock and then at me. “Why are you always early?”

“To balance out the way you’re always late, my friend,” I say easily as I step through the pass-through to join him behind the bar.

Larry snorts. “You’re the only man in Whynot who treats bartending like it’s air traffic control.”

Pap’s already parked on his usual stool, elbows planted like he owns the place—which, technically, he does. He’s the kind of old where you can’t tell if the lines on his face come from laughter or stubbornness, but knowing the man the way I do, it’s probably both.

Around Whynot, many people call him Pap as he’s grandpa to the Mancinkus brood of kids, but the regulars at Chesty’s switch between that and Gunny, a nod to his Marine Corps days. He’s a retired master gunnery sergeant, served two tours in Vietnam, and still carries himself like the Corps might call him back any minute. I think that might actually be his fondest wish.

His hair’s thick and regulation—short, silver shot through with a few stubborn streaks of black. His skin’s dark and weathered—part Lithuanian, part Polish, and a whole lot of years under the Carolina sun without a drop of sunscreen. He’s a Yankee who became a Southerner, rail-thin but wiry strong, and if he ever decided to hug me—rare as a snowstorm in July—he could probably crack a rib. Social graces have never been his strong suit, but somehow this old coot with the bark of a drill instructor and the charm of a cactus ended up a local legend. Whynot folks adore him and Chesty’s wouldn’t be half as full without him growling from that stool like it’s his personal command post.

“Evenin’, Pap.” I critically note his mug of draft beer is still half full and go on high alert to watch its progress toward empty. “How’s the world treating you?”

“World’s fine. This town’s gone to hell.” He jerks his chin toward the street. “Been eating gas station biscuits for three days. I am one mystery patty away from meeting my maker.”

“Yeah.” I sigh wistfully because the Kind bars I’ve been eating for breakfast aren’t cutting it for me either. “Can’t wait until Muriel’s well enough to open back up.”

“Goddamn broken hip,” Pap growls. “That woman’s tougher than shoe leather, but there’s no hope for us in the foreseeable future.”

That’s true enough. There’s no one else sane enough to step into Muriel’s shoes, so we’re all suffering right now. I only hope that she can recover after being closed for so long.

Pap glares at the foam head on his beer like it personally wronged him. “Whole town’s off-kilter. Can’t start the day proper without Muriel’s biscuits and people minding other people’s business.”

“So, you’re saying we’re down one biscuit and three hundred rumors.” I tap the bar solidly, twice for punctuation. “Tragic.”

“Smart-ass,” Pap mutters.

I spend the next fifteen minutes switching out with Larry, and an hour after that, I’m slinging beers for the after-work crowd. It’s mostly locals because, let’s face it… no one else really comes here. Two guys in dusty boots arguing about a fence line, a teacher with ink on her fingers and a stack of papers, and a handful of guys who are working road repair for the State DOT outside of town.

“Sam!” Floyd slaps a twenty on the bar. “Guess who found a coupon for half off wings at the bowling alley and tried to use it at the pharmacy?”

“Please tell me it was you.”

“Close,” he says, pointing at himself with both thumbs. “It was also me.”

Floyd Barbour is probably my favorite citizen in Whynot. He owns Floyd’s Hardware Emporium across Courthouse Square from Chesty’s. He’s in his late fifties and sports long, wiry steel-gray hair. His gray beard is striped with white highlights and hangs halfway down his chest. He watches you from behind intelligent eyes, threatened by bushy eyebrows, and is beloved by many, but not all. While he’s a business owner, his favorite job is to patrol the streets at night with his shotgun to help keep crime down.

Word of interest—there’s very little crime here, so his most important contribution is chasing raccoons out of alley garbage cans.

I bring Floyd a beer, pour a handful of others as the bar fills up, and let the rhythm settle into my bones. I’ve been working at Chesty’s for a handful of years now and it’s a part of me because it’s easy to love people from behind a bar. You can be part of their lives without having to take any piece home. Hear their stories, hand them a drink, make them laugh. Folks leave lighter and I very much like that.

My phone buzzes in my back pocket and I fish it out for a quick peek at a text from Derek. Bookstore in Raleigh still asking. Ready to confirm?

Pap’s leaning over to see my screen, being obviously nosy. I pocket the phone because no, I’m not ready to confirm. However, by not responding to Derek, I am now opening myself up to a slew of texts from him demanding an answer. I’m good at ignoring him.

Pap’s eyes narrow. “That your girlfriend?”

“Nah. Spam.”

“What kind of spam asks about Raleigh?”

“The pushy kind,” I say, reaching for a bottle opener. “Probably trying to sell me a time-share.”

He snorts, not buying it. Pap’s never met a secret he couldn’t worry at like a loose tooth. Lucky for me, Floyd distracts us by trying to feed a peanut into the jukebox.

“Don’t,” I warn.

“It looks hungry.”

“It’s a machine.”

“Machines get snacky too.”

I reach into my pocket and flip a quarter across the bar to Floyd, who catches it with surprising dexterity. “Play something good.”

I make a quick circuit down the line of drinkers, dropping off beers and a lemonade with too much sugar for the schoolteacher. She gives me a wan smile and returns to grading papers.

At the end of the counter, a couple leans in close, fingers twined, oblivious to everyone. Good for them.

Love is seriously underrated.

The sun extinguishes outside, allowing the red neon to light the way for thirsty customers. I top off Pap’s beer, noting he’s in his mellow stage of the night’s drinking. It’s where the grumpiness melts into a mixture of playfulness and sometimes, affectionate reminiscing.

“You ever think about offerin’ breakfast service here?” he asks.

“At a bar?”

“Grits, eggs, liquor.” He waggles his eyebrows. “A balanced plate.”

“I think that’s called a cry for help.”

He huffs, then squints at me again with that thoughtful look he gets right before he starts a debate. “You don’t fool me none.”

“About what?”

“You’re up to something.” He taps the bar with a knuckle, offering me a lopsided grin. “You got that look.”

“What look is that?”

“Like a man carrying a secret.”

I chuckle as I wipe down the area around his mug. “Only secret I got is my wing sauce recipe.”

“That and sayin’ a lot of unnecessary words.” He lifts his beer. “Can’t trust a bartender who says actually before pouring you a shot.”

He has a point. I am fond of actually.

By six thirty, the place doesn’t have a single seat empty, both pool tables are in full play, and the dartboard has been commandeered by the Ladies’ Junior Auxiliary. Judge Bowen is in, fresh off the bench from the courthouse that sits in the middle of town. He takes the barstool next to Pap, trading stories and looking like a true Southern gentleman in his bow tie and seersucker suit. The judge roars with laughter over something Pap says and I’d bet they’re exchanging bawdy jokes.

Laughter ricochets off the tin ceiling and I slide a whiskey to a wizened farmer who calls everybody “son,” whether you’re a man or a woman. A birthday group erupts at a corner table when I set down a shot tower and light a sparkler because I believe in showmanship. The jukebox spins Garth into Shania into something with too much bass that has Floyd attempting a bizarre dance.

My phone buzzes again. This time, the preview flashes a different message: The timeline’s tight. I need an answer, Sam.

I angle my body away from the bar and type back one word. Later.

Then I lock the screen and tuck it deep. The phone feels heavier than it should, but then again, it carries all the secrets I don’t want to say out loud.

By nine, the surge slows and people start to drift home to start the workday all over again. I wipe down the bar in smooth, practiced strokes. I clean a sink full of pint glasses and set them in a drying rack. The jukebox mellows into some old Kenny Rogers.

Pap is dozing alone at the end of the bar, Judge Bowen having long ago given up keeping pace with him. His chin is resting on his chest and I’m tempted to leave him like that forever, a permanent installation. But Pap isn’t a spring chicken anymore, and on top of that, he beat colon cancer last year and really has more business sleeping in his soft bed than on a bar top.

When I nudge his elbow to make sure he’s still with us, he snorts and blinks awake. “You hear the latest?” he asks, voice gravelly with sleep as he blinks, pretending he was coherent and awake the entire time.

“Nope.”

“Judge Bowen said Muriel’s niece is coming to visit.”

I toss the bar towel over my shoulder. “Penny Pritchard?” Haven’t thought about her in a long time. “Thought she swore off Whynot for good.”

“People also swear off carbs. Don’t mean they don’t still eat cake.” He cackles at his own joke and slaps the bar.

“Must be coming to check in on Muriel. I don’t recall her visiting much the last few years.” And I’d remember if she were here. Hard to forget a woman who could make half the male population of Whynot forget their own names.

“Mmm,” Pap hums, but not sure that’s agreement or skepticism. He picks up his mug, drains the last of the beer, and pushes the empty toward me.

“Another?” I ask.

“Nah… going to head home.”

Not a long journey as Pap lives in an upstairs apartment. “You feeling okay?”

He pushes off the stool and shoots me a look that says I’m a dumbass, although I’m not sure why. “Of course, I’m okay.”

I glance at my watch. “But… you’re leaving kind of early.”

His eyes sparkle with mischief and he raps his knuckles on the wooden counter. “Maybe I’m going to meet a lady friend tonight.”

Chuckling, I lean my forearms on the bar and tease him. “Tell Mary-Margaret I said hello.”

“Not going to see Mary-Margaret,” Pap replies.

Not sure I could be more shocked, and my eyebrows shoot straight up to provide testament to it. I thought Pap was sweet on Mary-Margaret, but I’m clearly wrong. “Who are you going to see then?” I demand.

“A gentleman never kisses and tells,” he says slyly.

“Maybe not.” I feel compelled to point out, “But you know how the gossip mill operates. I could have the information by the time Muriel started making her morning biscuits, if she was, in fact, able to make biscuits.”

Pap harrumphs and mutters something about me being impertinent but then leans in and waves me closer. I bend toward him, grateful the jukebox is silent, so I can hear.

He looks left, then right, seems to think this is a private conversation, and then confides, “I’m meeting Sissy Givens for a glass of wine.”

And yup… he’s managed to shock me more. More so that he’s going to drink wine rather than beer, but Sissy is also quite the surprise.

First and foremost, she’s a town treasure. She runs the vintage shop called Lady Marmalade’s and dresses like an Amazonian queen. She’s younger than Pap by at least fifteen years and has a good six inches on him without heels, and the woman loves her heels. They couldn’t be any more different, and that has nothing to do with the fact that she’s Black and Pap’s white. It’s that she’s striking, with ebony skin, silvery hair and ethereal blue-green eyes, and Pap is, well… just a normal guy bordering on wannabe curmudgeon.

“I’d close your mouth, son.” Pap cackles. “Something might fly into it.”

I shake my head, laughing as Pap ambles through the bar. His exit is always the same—shaking hands with some patrons, clapping others’ backs. He leaves with a wave over his shoulder, and everyone yells good night to the man who owns their favorite watering hole.

Bartending is an okay gig and it won’t be my forever. But for now, the main reason I’m here is because I love working for that old coot.


CHAPTER 2


Penny

The Welcome to Whynot sign still leans a little to the left, which is the exact opposite of most politics in the rural South. I roll down the rental-car window, and warm, sticky air rushes in. I catch a whiff of honeysuckle, nostalgia for the magnolia and wisteria that aren’t quite ready to perfume the air.

Within ten seconds, my hair gives up its city-girl smoothness and puffs out like I’ve been electrocuted.

Wilmington Street looks exactly the same. The courthouse dominates the square—three stories of red brick and white columns. Judge Bowen, who is a distant relative of mine, is probably on his bench right now, smacking his gavel to tame unruly lawyers. The courthouse remains the tallest thing in town, unless you count the water tower that proclaims Whynot—Home of the World’s Best Biscuits, but that’s technically just about fifty yards outside of city limits.

Across the northeast corner sits Aunty Q’s, Mary-Margaret Quinn’s antiques shop, windows crammed with everything from porcelain teapots to rusted farm signs. Mary-Margaret has sworn she’s set to retire every year since I left for college, and every year the open sign still hangs on the door.

A block down, Sweet Cakes Bakery glows behind its pink-trimmed windows. There’s a fuchsia-and-yellow neon cupcake shining in the front window—if there’s one business I intend to frequent during my visit, it’s that. Not only do I adore the sweets offered for sale, but the owner, Larkin Mancinkus—now Locke—is my very best friend in the world.

I ease around the square, slowing by the Mainer House, a beautiful Victorian with white clapboard siding and black shutters. Hanging ferns span the large porch and the rocking chairs are the best seats from which to view the entire town. It’s been a part of Whynot longer than electricity. Catherine Mainer and her husband, Gerry Mancinkus, used to host spring galas there—she the gracious farmer’s daughter, he the brash Yankee Marine. Now their grandson Lowe and his wife Mely live inside those same walls, and Muriel has shared with me on more than one occasion that the town is expecting the patter of little feet soon.

Doesn’t matter what Mely or Lowe want, Whynot demands the next generation be brought forth.

Central Café appears next, its windows dark, and my chest squeezes. The place raised me almost as much as Muriel did. I grew up in that diner, earned money in summers to help with college and probably owe my love of all desserts to the sweet potato pie served there.

The thought of it not surviving Muriel’s broken hip is more than I can bear, and that’s why I’m back in town.

Then I see him, and I have to resist the urge to crank the air-conditioning because that man can make a woman flush.

Sam Rochelle.

He’s walking down Wilmington toward Chesty’s, tall and broad-shouldered, his blond hair catching sunlight. His sunglasses hide what I remember to be impossibly blue eyes, and the dimple in his cheek flashes when someone calls out to him. He laughs—low, easy, familiar—and then disappears through Chesty’s door.

Still gorgeous and apparently still working at the same bar where he started after dropping out of college five years ago. I’d assumed bartending was a temporary thing for him… a way to fill time until he figured himself out. Sam’s a smart guy and I didn’t see bartending in his long-term future, but maybe I was wrong. After moving away, my finger isn’t on the Whynot pulse the way it used to be.

Muriel’s bungalow sits under a canopy of dogwoods whose leaves are fully unfurled, the flowers just starting to open. It’s one of my favorite trees and I know it has a lot of religious symbolism, but I love it simply because it represents spring in the South.

My aunt lives on a quiet street where everybody’s mail gets read twice—once by the recipient and once by the neighbor across the hedge. Muriel’s 1976 Cadillac Fleetwood Brougham sits in the driveway, taking up almost the entire concrete pad. The damn thing’s nearly twenty feet long with velour seats and chrome spit-shined to a sparkle. It was a gift thirty years ago from her late husband, Earl.

I note two cars parked along the curb and I peg the one with the Honk if you love Jesus bumper sticker as belonging to a sweet church lady. That proclamation graces many a bumper around here and always makes me smile with fondness.

The other has no identifying features, but I presume it’s a home health aide. Muriel got discharged from the rehab hospital just yesterday and I know she has to continue therapy.

Luckily, I rented a compact car at the Raleigh Airport and I’m able to squeeze in behind the Caddy. I grab my shoulder bag and don’t bother with my luggage in the trunk. I’m too eager to see Muriel and gauge how she’s really doing.

I don’t bother with the front door, intent on letting myself through the side entrance that leads into the small kitchen. The scent of lemon oil, cinnamon and maybe a hint of antiseptic hits me, and those three things together aren’t all that pleasant. There’s a pound cake on the counter, covered in plastic wrap with a small white bow on top, which confirms my suspicions that a church lady is indeed nearby.

It’s a universal truth that if there’s cake, you can bet that within twenty feet there’s a Southern woman checking in on her neighbor.

I move through the kitchen, following the sound of laughter, and find Muriel on the living room couch. Her leg is elevated on a fortress of pillows and her gray hair is pinned back from her face with bobby pins, but of course, she has on lipstick because she’s well-bred.

The smile comes without effort as I see she’s in full command of two church ladies—Mrs. Puckett and Mrs. DeVine—and a home health nurse who looks… tired. Not defeated—just the sort of weary that comes from being bossed around by a woman who can flay you with a look and then feed you till you cry.

Mrs. Puckett sees me first, her face lighting with recognition. “Oh, my stars… look what the cat dragged in. Penny Pritchard has come home!”

Muriel’s head twists and her gaze rakes from my silk blouse to my pencil skirt and low-slung heels. She puts on an exaggerated disapproving look. “If it isn’t Miss Washington, DC. Bless her heart and her humidity-sensitive hair.”

I snort, set my bag down, and cross to the couch. Bending over, I give my aunt a warm hug, noting that she holds on a bit longer than she normally would, and I don’t miss the flash of relief when she lets go. Muriel smells like Pond’s cold cream, and a million memories of me hugging her over the years assault me in the best way.

She pretends to shoo me but squeezes my hand before letting go. “You didn’t need to come all this—”

“Yes, I did.” I straighten and glance at the church delegation. “Mrs. Puckett… Mrs. DeVine… you both are looking pretty as pictures.”

They preen, Mrs. Puckett touching her white curls with a manicured hand. “Oh, please, darling girl. You’re the one who should have jetted off to Paris to walk runways rather than that dreadful Capitol Hill. Your looks could have taken you places.”

I disregard the comment because one of the things I always hated was people thinking my looks would take me far in life rather than my brains. I turn to the other tired-looking woman. “Hi. I’m Penny Pritchard, Muriel’s niece. I assume you’re a home health aide.”

She stands and we shake hands. “I’m her occupational therapist. Dawn.”

“Well, thank you for taking care of her.”

Dawn gives Muriel a side-eye and then turns back to me with gratitude as if I’m the first person to say that today. “Your aunt’s doing well—stubborn, but that’s apparently baseline.”

“Stubborn?” Muriel sniffs. “Sturdy is the word you’re reachin’ for.”

Dawn ignores her, grabs a backpack, and slings it over her shoulder. She places a gentle hand on Muriel’s leg. “You did good today, honey. I know you’re frustrated, but this will take time. I’ll be back day after tomorrow.”

Muriel waves her off as if embarrassed by the praise. “I’ll see you then.”

“I’ll walk you to the door,” I say and follow her right out onto the front porch.

She must sense that I need to talk as she turns around to face me, and I pull the door closed. “Really… how’s she doing?” I ask.

Dawn gives me a soft smile. “She’s doing just fine, but it’s a hard injury to overcome at her age. She wants to be up and running around today and that’s not going to happen.”

I nod in understanding. “I took some time off from work and I’ll be staying with her. What can I do to help her recovery?”

She laughs and shakes her head. “The woman needs no motivation. If anything, you’re going to have to encourage her to take her time. Her exercises are important, but she can’t overdo it. She’s mobile with the walker but no stairs, no bending and no arguing with trained professionals.”

“Got it,” I say with a chuckle. Muriel has always been a force of nature and I really didn’t expect this to slow her down at all.

Dawn pats my arm. “I’ll see you on Thursday.”

I watch until she pulls away and then head back into the house. The other women are standing, purses in hand.

Mrs. Puckett bends to peck Muriel on the cheek and turns to me. “I left a chicken divan in the fridge. Just heat it at 350° for about thirty minutes. Cake is on the counter.”

“I saw,” I reply, standing by the door to hold it open. “Thank you so much for coming.”

Mrs. Puckett leans in to give me a hug, followed by Mrs. DeVine, who says, “We’re doing the Lord’s work. Of course we’d come, and we’ve got a meal train in place. You won’t need to cook for quite a while.”

“Toodles, Muriel,” the ladies call out with air kisses and then they’re gone, me leaning against the door, grinning at my aunt.

Muriel grimaces. “That was painful. And I’m not talking about the therapist working my hip.”

“Oh, stop,” I chastise and move to flop down in the old Queen Anne chair adjacent to the couch. I kick off my heels and curl my legs under me. “Those sweet church ladies are just doing what they do best, and it’s one of the most amazing things about Southern small-town living.”

Muriel harrumphs. “They just want me to get better so I can get back to making biscuits for everyone. Besides, I have to listen to them talk about the Bible before they’ll turn over the cake, and you know I don’t have patience with that.”

I snicker, ducking my head and covering my mouth. Muriel’s a heathen at her core. When I meet her eyes, I chide again. “Just leave them be and let them fuss.”

“What I need is for everybody to stop fussing and for this hip to remember who it works for.” Muriel leans back and the fight fades a fraction. “It was one tray of pies. One. I turned, the rug turned different, and now we’re all eatin’ gas-station biscuits like sinners.”

My heart squeezes because, although she’s trying to make light of her broken hip, I can hear both pain and fear in her voice.

“I passed Central on my way in.” My voice wobbles and I steady it with humor. “I didn’t realize you were closing it.”

Muriel’s mouth tightens. “Got nobody to run it, Penny Bean.”

My mouth curves at the use of my nickname that only a handful of people still call me. “What do you mean? You have a dedicated staff—”

“—that know how to cook and serve people, but they don’t know how to run the operations. They know how to do their very singular jobs and that’s it.”

I consider that. The only people who could even remotely step in to help run the café would be my parents, but they packed up and moved to southern Florida two years ago. My daddy, Harlan, Muriel’s big brother, swore he’d never scrape ice off a windshield again, and my mama, Ruthie, needed the warmth for her lupus. They’re happy down there, sunning themselves year-round, while Muriel kept the family roots right here in Whynot.

Muriel smiles at me. “I’m so pleased you came to visit but hate that I’m laid up. The good side is we got plenty of time to hang out and catch up. Tell me everything about life in DC and don’t leave out a single thing. Is work going good?”

I sink deeper into the chair, smiling. “Work’s good. Busy, but the kind of busy that feels like it counts.”

And it does. I lobby for a nonprofit that fights for small farmers and rural communities—people who don’t have corporations or lobbyists of their own to fight back. It’s equal parts policy, persuasion, and mayhem on the Hill. Most days, I’m trying to convince people in suits that the rest of America isn’t just high-rises and highways, that the folks growing our food deserve more than the leftovers of attention.

I love it, even when it chews me up. Every time we secure funding for sustainable farming or keep a family from losing their land, it feels like proof I’m not shouting into the void. That what I do matters.

It also helps keep some of the guilt I have over leaving Whynot at bay. I do what I do because it helps the very community I grew up in.

Still, there are nights when I leave those marble hallways and wonder if I’m just patching holes in a boat too stubborn to stay afloat. Maybe that’s what makes the work addictive—the illusion that if I push hard enough, I can keep it from sinking.

Muriel’s eyes glint with mischief. “Are you still dating that senator’s aide?”

I wrinkle my nose because he was
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