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Dedication


To plant lovers everywhere. 

It’s completely normal to talk to your flowers. 

Really.

The bees understand you, too.
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Olivia

I was stuck. 
Again.
Not cornered by a bear or something. Not wedged in a slot canyon dying of thirst or being forced to cut my arm off. Eek. My dad always said I had a colorful imagination. Note to self: stop watching suspenseful movies at midnight when I couldn’t sleep.
Stuck could be so many things. No bear, no canyon. That was good, at least.
I wasn’t stuck in my personal life, as in trapped in a stale relationship, either. A man who sticks around, what’s that? I wasn’t metaphorically or metaphysically or even emotionally stuck—though my stepmom would beg to differ on the last one. 
Oh, I was stuck-stuck. Locked-in-my-attic stuck. At least I wasn’t afraid of enclosed spaces. It could be worse. 
For crying out loud. This was the second time I’d done this! At least the last time Logan had been home. Damn that ancient gate latch on an even older door! If not propped open correctly, the door swung shut, and using gravity for the latch mechanism, locked me in. 
The musty odor made my head spin. A sneeze escaped my throat like a squeak. My allergies were triggered mostly by dust mites and mold these days and, well, I was in mold-city right now.
I could try to scrape off the two layers of paint around the sash of the window. But some idiot had painted it shut. Oh yeah, that was me. Oops. I had gone through a home security kick two years ago, removing options for another burglar to find their way into my home. Even if a person did decide to break in this way, they couldn’t go farther. Case in point. At least I knew my simple fortifications worked. 
I had painted the window shut outside, too, for good measure. 
Floorboards moaned with each of my crouched steps. Maybe I’d fall through the floor. Problem solved…and another thing to repair. I wiped sweat off my brow with the back of my hand. It wasn’t summer yet, so I wouldn’t suffocate up here. 
Good job, me, for picking the right time of year to get stuck. 
Using a screwdriver I found sitting abandoned beside an empty toolbox, I chiseled a path along the bottom sash of the old, angled witch’s window, nearly as old as the 1850s farmhouse itself. 
The screwdriver slipped, sliding off the sash and catching my left thumb in the process. Tears burned my eyes. Sucking on my sliced thumb, I ran my other hand along the window frame.
This damn window was not going to budge. The path of freedom teased me through the clouded glass: scramble down the shingled roof, shimmy onto the old maple tree with the tire swing, escape into the sunset…
No one in their right mind would come up here. Then somebody did. Me. I’d decided, foolishly, to take the mold issue into my own hands. I panicked at seeing a dead mouse, kicked the door stopper…and so it shut, automatically locking me in. The door opened out into the stairwell, so I didn’t even have hinges I could try to loosen.
I fell onto an old chair cushion. A plume of dust shot into the already stagnant air. I sneezed again. Lifting my phone—thankfully I’d had that in my pocket—I entered “how to open a painted-shut window” into my browser search bar and received a list of tools I did not possess in the attic: box cutter, putty knife, hammer, sandpaper. All I had was a screwdriver. I kicked it. Even if I could scrape the paint away on the inside of the window, that didn’t help with the painted-shut exterior.
“Great.” 
I scanned my list of phone contacts again.
If Logan were not in school, I would try him first, but I didn’t want him to get detention for phone use. My finger hovering, I glanced at the last message from him. The GIF of a cat eating pizza laughed at me.
Come August, Logan would be gone. What would I do without him here? College was taking him an hour away, but it could just as well be across the country.
Secretly, I hoped he didn’t get the position with Senator Reuben Cordova. I needed this last summer with my son. We had a road trip planned along coastal Maine in July. But, if he got the congressional internship, the trip was off. 
I contemplated calling Irina, but with a glance at the time, that option was out. My stepmom was in the middle of her weekly radio show and wouldn’t be able to tear herself away for another hour. Besides, she would probably badger me for the umpteenth time about joining her team in the biennial Great Garden Race of New England. 
What good would I be on this race anyway? I’d managed to kill most of the plants she brought over to fill the flower beds. A few still hung on for dear life, resolute little things emerging from the soggy March ground after this week’s freak warm weather. Old Man Winter would be back next week to kill them. Mark my words.
There was nothing wrong with flowers. Heck, I loved to draw them, and I was taking a floral watercolor workshop at the library. Flowers were simple, joyful. The rose arrangements my father chose for my monthly deliveries were beautiful, and I commemorated each one in my sketchbook. 
I blew out a sigh, reeling in my errant thoughts. Okay, so no Logan, no Irina. If I called the town’s non-emergency number, no matter who answered, word would spread through dispatch like wildfire, and my coworkers would not let me live this one down. Our crew was small and mighty…and gossipy.
One plus to working with the regional dispatch team was it kept me informed of criminal activity in the area. Last week, we took a call about a break-in, and my hopes had risen. False alarm. It wasn’t him. 
So, no calling dispatch. 
I tapped a finger on my phone. What about my friend Alexa? No, she was teaching kickboxing class. 
Logan should be home around dinnertime, since he would likely be in the library after school to work on his AP U.S. government research paper. Dinner was only…
Seven hours away. Could my sanity…and body—damn that morning coffee—make it that long?
Though it wasn’t large enough to squeeze through, I popped the attic vent loose. At this point, what harm was there in more damage up here? Fresh air bathed my face. The extra sunshine was a welcome contrast to the dimness in the attic. The air and sun did not help my mood though.
I looked around as frustration swept over me. Thanks to a massive leak during the heavy rains this past fall, mold coursed across the beams and ceiling like a rampant heat rash. How was I going to pay for this? Logan’s first tuition bill was due in August. I pinched pennies as much as I could already, and my boss, Glenn, reluctantly allowed me to work overtime. Though dispatchers made good money in big cities, they didn’t fare as well in central suburban Massachusetts. My copyediting side job helped, barely. Dad had left me a little money, but it wasn’t enough to cover four years at UMass Amherst, even with Logan’s scholarships. Loans were the only way for us to fill the gap. 
I collapsed onto the floor near the pried-open vent. 
The contractor Logan insisted I hire to install central air-conditioning—something he had secretly saved for over the past year with part-time work, oh, my sweet son—had stumbled upon a hot mess of an attic and roof situation upon inspection. The verdict: I needed a new roof and mold remediation before they would even consider installing central AC. I could try minisplits instead. Regardless, Logan’s money was a drop in the bucket for the cost of these repairs.
Settling in for the long haul, I repositioned myself on the floor cushion, played on my phone and scrolled through social media for a little while, then, as my battery drained, shifted to looking through a box of baby stuff. The tears welled again. I closed the box after tucking one of Logan’s old onesies back in it.
When the driveway camera app pinged on my phone a few minutes later, I nearly jumped out of my skin. 
It was the fifteenth of the month. Of course! Walt!
I opened the video app. A Park’s Petals delivery van idled in my driveway, the lemon-yellow circlet of blossoms in the logo a smiling beacon. Saved by the flowers! I sent a look up to my moldy and water-damaged rafters, tears of relief blurring my vision. “Thank you, Dad!” 
Via the app, I watched Walt lean into the van, which he had parked farther down the driveway today. His habits had become a bit off lately. Once, he came to the garage door instead of the front. Another time, he’d delivered me someone else’s get-well-soon basket. Regardless, I looked forward to seeing him each month, and especially today. “Saved by Walt!” I said to myself. 
In my euphoria—or mental exhaustion—the phone slipped from my hands. I scrambled on my hands and knees for it. 
The doorbell rang and the video showed just the top of his uniform’s blue cap. I must have nudged the camera by mistake when changing the porch lightbulbs yesterday. He was holding this month’s arrangement of roses. I squinted. Yellow roses. I loved yellow. Dad knew. He always had. 
Two years now, and the flowers kept on coming through the Rose of the Month Club membership, a little gift he’d left behind. Roses for my little Olivia Rose, Dad would say to me as a girl, gifting me the flowers every year for my birthday. My dad had been the sentimental type. He said he got teased awfully for the surname, and later in life he went by J.R. instead of Jerry Rose. I sighed, my heart welling with an aching sadness.
Then I spoke through the app on my phone. “Thank God you’re here! I’m stuck in my attic. Can you come inside? I’ll open the garage door for you to come in that way.” 
“Uh…okay,” Walt said, his voice sounding different, almost mangled, through the mic. 
I smacked the side of my phone, an old habit that did no good. The Wi-Fi up here sucked. The video on my phone froze just as Walt turned to wave at the camera. My screen gave me a fixed picture of the baseball cap and his dark face, both a blur of pixels. I shook my phone again fruitlessly.
I’d done a lot of settling for good enough through the years. A single paltry income did that to a person. But I’d spent good cash on this security camera kit. So, I didn’t have the heart to blame it for any malfunction. For now, I would call it a Wi-Fi issue. 
I swiped my screen to another app and opened the garage door. The low rumble of it rolling up the tracks was an indication that at least something in this house worked. I found the screwdriver and began a light thump on the attic door so he could locate me in the rear hallway. “Here, Walt. Here.”
Heavy footfall. “Ms. Rose?” His deep voice was muffled through the thick door. 
That was weird. Walt always called me Olivia. He also knew Dad…before. Before life went to hell in a handbasket.
I yelled, “I locked myself in the attic. I need you to open it.”
“Okay.”
I heard his steps on the slender creaky stairs.
I stepped back as he opened the door.
Hallway light poured into the dim attic. I blinked and breathed in non-gross air. Just as I was about to smother him with gratitude, I swallowed a cry.
The man standing on the steps and staring with utter confusion on his face was not Walt.
A weakness in my legs raced up my thighs and skipped like a stone through my stomach. Queasy with alarm and disorientation, I tripped on the cushion, fell back, and knocked my head on something. 
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Olivia

I awoke on a couch and moaned. Pain throbbed as if someone had taken a bat to my skull. 
“Easy, Liv. I need to check your pupils. You took quite the blow to your head when you fell,” my coworker Yasmine said.
Three pairs of eyes stared down at me. Glenn hovered close. What the hell was he doing here? Yasmine, an EMT, worked a blood pressure cuff around my arm. Third, a stranger in Walt’s uniform, the man who rescued me from the attic, stood in the corner, worrying the hat in his hands. 
The hardly used leather couch squeaked as I attempted to sit up. 
Not here. I can’t be in this room. Not where Dad… 
My throat began to tighten.
Yasmine spoke firmly but softly. “You beaned your nut badly there. Just ease yourself up. Is it okay if I check your eyes?”
I nodded and regretted it. 
Glenn bent to lay a wool throw blanket on me. I waved him and it away, trying to keep my vision focused on the people in the room. Despite having been bolted shut this morning, all the windows were open, including the one with the drab drapes always pulled closed. Not that damn window. “Can we move to the kitchen or living room? Who opened my windows? It’s cold.” It wasn’t cold, but March’s weirdly mild air swirled old papers on the desk in the corner of the family room, and gooseflesh rippled along my arms. 
Yasmine shined a bright penlight into my eyes while talking over her shoulder to our boss. “Glenn, grab her some juice.” 
“I didn’t faint,” I insisted.
“Just a precaution. You’re not diabetic or—”
“No. You would know this already, Yas.”
She turned to the stranger. “Could you please shut the windows? Carbon monoxide detectors were good. She didn’t pass out from carbon monoxide poisoning.”
“I didn’t pass out!”
Back to me, she said, “Sit a moment longer, Liv. Let me finish.” She tucked the penlight into her upper pocket. Her curly black hair was held back with a hot-pink headband today, and she smiled at me with a pacifying look. “You gave us a scare, chica.”
Scare? That man in the corner had given me one. So much that I’d freaked out and thwacked my head. I was usually as steady as a resting heartbeat; it came with my job. I had felt pretty good with my security setup in the house and was doing more with getting out, living—but then I saw a stranger in my home, and it tumbled me back. 
All I wanted in this moment was routine, the normal, predictable stuff of the boring life of a forty-two-year-old single mom. I thought I had moved past my crap!
“You’re not Walt,” I said to the man.
At first glance via the video on the security system, this man had looked like my friend and beloved floral delivery person, but upon closer inspection he was most certainly not him. Blue cap, blue shirt, male build, yes. But this man wore round, black-framed glasses—that complemented his bone structure well—and had only the slightest hint of time wrinkled around the corners of his almond-shaped eyes and looked to be at least twenty-five years younger than Walt. Closer to my age. His skin tone was lighter than Walt’s, a deep umber brown. Instead of Walt’s usual cheery smile, this man’s face held a frown, carved deep from his forehead to the sparse black beard along his jawline. A frown of concern, not irritation. He had a Park’s Petals hat, shirt, and name badge. The badge read Holden. Not Walt.  
I should have noticed that in the video, but my elation at being helped had overruled my common sense. And the video had been lagging. 
“No, I’m not Walt.”
The shirt fit this man tighter, in a flattering way. Bald Walt had a beer belly. This man was fit and his hair, which had been obscured by the cap earlier, was closely cut and black, edged with a hint of gray. He returned my assessment. It sent shivers down to my toes. 
“This isn’t Walt,” Yasmine repeated, her eyes narrowing.
I blinked. “I know that. I meant to ask where is Walt?”
Realization softened this guy’s dark brown gaze. “Walt retired two weeks ago. I took over his route.”
“Impossible. I would’ve known. He wasn’t going to retire until fall. That’s what he told me. Bought a condo in Florida.” Was Walt’s strange behavior a sign of early dementia? He didn’t even say goodbye. My heart squeezed with hurt.
Glenn offered me a glass of orange juice. I didn’t want juice. I wanted out of this room. I stood on wobbly legs.
Glenn said in his no-nonsense tone, as if he was talking about the weather, “This is Holden James. He works at Park’s Petals. He called 911 when you passed out. You got a bit of a bump there.”
I reflexively felt the small lump on the crown of my head. “I didn’t faint. I tripped and hit my head.” Had I fainted? That moldy air had been getting to me.
The man stiffened. “She let me in, like I told you.”
Glenn nodded, his look still trained on me. “Right. She did, but Liv is uh…” He shook his head, not sharing my personal business.
My lips quivered. Do not go there, Olivia. Zap that right out of your headspace!
I sipped the juice, wetting a very dry throat. 
The man shifted from foot to foot, clearly ready to leave.  “I’ve been doing his route for two weeks now,” he repeated.
Yasmine unclipped the pulse oximeter from my finger. “All clear. No immediate sign of a concussion, that I can tell, but have Logan keep an eye on you tonight, okay? He needs to watch for signs of concussion that can pop up. You need rest. Limit screentime and reading. Drink fluids.”
“Okay.” 
“Everything else is fine. I want you to follow up with your doctor anyway.”
This man, Holden James, stepped a few paces toward the doorway, slapping his cap back on. “I’ll go now if everything is okay?” Sweat beaded at the top of his brow. 
Just then Officer Nick Cartwright came into the room. Having my boss here and a police officer felt like overkill. All I did was lock myself in my attic and hit my head. They didn’t need to treat me like a porcelain doll. Two years ago, I was a headcase, but I got over that…mostly. I had a few weird coping mechanisms, but didn’t everyone? I gave Nick a wave and he smiled back.
“Hey, Olivia.”
“Hey, Nick. They really did send everyone, huh?”
“Slow day for us,” Nick said with a smile.
Glenn held out his hand to shake Holden’s. “We’re good now. Thanks again. We appreciate you helping Olivia and calling us.”
My voice shook a little. “Thank you for calling for help, Mr. James.” And pulling my incapacitated body from the attic. 
“Holden,” he corrected. “No thanks needed.” With that he was out the door.
Glenn turned to me. “Okay, I won’t expect to see you tonight.” 
I opened my mouth to protest but clamped it shut. I never won a battle with all five foot six of Glenn. Where genetics had been lacking in the height department, it made up for in fortitude. My boss was hard as nails but could be soft, too. I gave a tiny nod, already mourning the overtime I desperately needed and would not get tonight. Oh well. I could use the time to finish the manuscript I was copyediting for Courier’s Cozies, the mystery-genre publishing house. The manuscripts were a twisted way for me to find morsels of how perps operated, and a good way to make use of my associate’s degree in English. These authors did serious research. I envied their skills. But Yasmine said no reading.
Logan burst into the room. “Mom! Mom!”
“Hey, sweetie.”
“I saw the ambulance and, and…”
Those baby-blue eyes flashed. The more that Logan grew into a man, the less I saw of his father in those eyes. 
“I’m fine. I just clocked my head in the attic. I got locked in and the floral deliveryman came to my rescue. Hey, why are you home?”
“Early dismissal. It was a half day.” Logan took in the vase of yellow roses on the coffee table—which I just now noticed—then turned back to me. “Where’s Walt? I saw a different guy leaving in the delivery van.”
I chuckled. “I asked the same thing. He retired early.”
“Geesh, Mom. First you argue with the technician about the central air, and now you’re going up in the attic. For what? Just let the pros handle it.” He glanced around at Yasmine, Nick, and Glenn. “Let’s go to the living room, okay?” He was already looping an arm around me.
At least my son understood my dislike of this room.
Assured I was fine, everyone saw themselves out. Yasmine paused in the foyer, shooting me with her piercing gaze. “See you Saturday?”
I nodded obediently. I looked forward to Saturday coffee with Chloe and Yasmine, and the occasional kickboxing class at the gym with Alexa when she could get me a free pass. If I was grading myself, I would give a C, maybe a B minus, in my efforts to get out there more, discover new interests, socialize. It’s not like I didn’t mind going places, doing things. I liked being around friends. I just…lacked the desire to do so these days. Returning home caused panic to seep in sometimes. The coming in, opening the door. The memory. The less I went out, the less I had to deal with that.
Why leave the house when I could order everything online, even grocery delivery? Technology made everything easier. 
My trip with Logan was coming up. I’d already done ample research on the hotels and locations. We used to love our road trips and excursions, no matter how small, and though this hit the bank account, it would be worth it. I eased onto the soft leather couch in the living room as I thought about how little time remained with Logan this year before he went to college. I will not be a hermit once he leaves! 
I stared back through the foyer that connected the living and family rooms. The roses were fresh and crisp in the purple vase on the other coffee table. They were sunshiny and beautiful with buttery-yellow petals, prickly and glossy stems, toothed leaves. My fingers itched to see what morsel of wisdom or memory from Dad was on the card this time.
I would distract myself this afternoon by drawing the arrangement in my sketchbook. 
Logan followed my gaze. He strode over to the family room, picked up the arrangement, and after closing the door to the room behind him, brought them over in front of me. He placed them on the table.
I turned to him. “How was school?”
“Good.”
“Is Maya coming for dinner?”
Logan ran a hand through his wavy hair. “I asked her if you and I could have dinner alone tonight.” He paused. “Remember that internship I applied for with Cordova’s campaign?” His lips fought the smile, but a sad hesitation moved in his eyes.
How could I forget? It’s all he talked about. My summer’s fate hinged on it.
Speaking past the grief that knotted my stomach, I asked, “When do you start?”
“Right after graduation.”
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Holden

After finishing my last delivery of the day, I couldn’t wait for a relaxing night. This week’s highlights included an encounter with a man answering the door in his underwear, a dog that chased me off the property, getting lost twice, and then this woman locking herself in her attic. My new job sure held adventure. 
Picking up Walt’s route meant overtime for me until Jin and Zach hired another driver. I didn’t mind. The hours were long but padded my bank account—barely. The job got me closer to moving forward. Valentine’s Day had kicked my butt though. I’d never seen so many roses in my life. Why did men always send red roses? Tash had preferred bling over blossoms.
Instead of my usual evening of streaming a movie or reading, or the occasional going out with my buddy Paul to catch a game at the bar, Sunday night was dinner with the family. Maybe Paul and I could plan a fishing day soon; we’d go before dawn for a few hours before both heading off to work at nine. 
I yawned and stretched a crick in my neck. I used to love going to Mom and Pop’s, especially when Tash and I were together, but lately, each visit was more painful than the last. It wasn’t the company. It was the lying to them that festered in my conscience. 
Pixie trilled and rubbed against my calf, circling for both love and food. She was like a shark: first the brushes against the leg, and if I didn’t appease her after two or three passes, her teeth gave me a subtle reminder. I bent down and rubbed her behind the ear. 
Honestly, Pixie was the only good thing to come out of my divorce and a very lousy previous year—and I was determined to make this year better. 
Tash had wanted a cat, so she got one. She enjoyed the kitten phase of our uniquely colored fluffball. Pixie’s body was a mix of white and brown splotches, and she had a clear divide down her face: half white, half brown. It was ridiculously cute. 
Pixie had gravitated toward me, and away from Tash. She didn’t like that, and the kitten phase had run its course. Now Pixie was my only girl.
“Dinner?” I asked her. She followed me to the kitchen on light, happy paws, her tail high. As she yowled pleasantly, I cracked open a can of wet food and microwaved a few scoops for fifteen seconds. Pixie only ate her food warm. It probably stank my microwave up to high heaven, but I wouldn’t know. “Fish tonight. Spoiled girl.” She stood on her rear paws, stretching to try to get inside the fridge. I swiped my hand down her soft coat. “Alright, one olive.”
It was so weird. She loved green olives. With the sound of the lid popping open, the slide of fork against glass, she came barreling in from her hiding places. 
After filling her dish with wet food and one olive, I removed my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose. Wiping tired eyes, I trudged to the bathroom, where I stripped and turned on the shower, meditating as steam filled up the room. 
All week, while I familiarized myself with Walt’s route, I could not get that incident with the woman in the attic out of my mind. At first, I had thought she maybe fainted or passed out from some fumes. No alarms had been blaring inside her home, so I wanted to presume all was well. But…presuming gets people into trouble. No more presuming allowed in my lifetime. No, sir. After carrying her to the family room, and catching my own breath, I’d opened every window I could while waiting on the ambulance to show up. Carrying her outside would have given me a heart attack. She wasn’t heavy, but my formerly fit body was turning flabby and weak. Paul invited me to do some mountain biking with him this summer. Maybe I’d take him up on it, get myself back into shape. I’d become lax with a lot of things this past year.
Adrenaline had kicked in, and I got the woman to the couch safely without throwing out my back or anything. She had been out-out for a few minutes. Eyes closed, cheeks rosy—either naturally or from the wallop to the head—and hair a bit disheveled. I never touched a sleeping person because, uh, creep factor. But, after I laid her on the couch, her long hair covered her face, so I quickly brushed it aside. 
Shaking my thoughts away, I stepped into the shower and scrubbed my skin extra hard, working the soap into a lather, hot water ricocheting off my body and, thick with suds, swirling at my feet. I had been the only one around to help her. The one person they would blame if something more serious had happened. 
I shivered, the warmth of the water no longer soothing on my tired body. I turned the faucet off.
Showered and changed into crisp jeans, an undershirt, and a soft blue collared shirt, I went into the kitchen to prep a salad and to finally sort the stack of mail from this week. 
A strong mug of coffee would be needed to dig through the pile. Alyssa and Paul wouldn’t arrive at Mom and Pop’s for another hour, and their house was only ten minutes away on foot. Alyssa always assigned me the salads to make—with specific instructions. Chefs were particular. My sister was an artist in the kitchen, and she knew it. As the coffee brewed, I washed spinach, then added pecans, spring greens, goat cheese—checking the date first—and pears. I still had the homemade poppyseed dressing Alyssa brought me last weekend. 
There was no more delaying, so I sat to handle the inevitable. I chucked the junk mail and set aside the bills momentarily. I’d turned off most of my autopayments when I got slapped with negative-balance fees. 
I rubbed my knuckles as I pondered which pain first: the envelope from my lawyer or the one from my college. After fortifying myself with a sip of black coffee, I opened the college one. Every time I looked at the letterhead, it made me sigh. Like one of those deep-from-your-diaphragm, tired-with-life sighs. This letter said the same thing the last emails I’d opened had: the deadline for re-enrollment was fast approaching. I needed to confirm my intent to stay in the program by July fifteenth if I wanted to return in the fall. Though my credits could be transferred if I chose another university, my place in the engineering program and the associated financial aid would be forfeited. 
I’d been on a leave of absence for a year now. Fifteen credits shy of finishing my master’s seemed like so little…and so much, especially at my age. Plus, I had my thesis to finish. Mom had gone back to school in her forties to get the career she had put off while raising me and Alyssa, and I was doing the same, although I hadn’t put it off for kids. I was starting a new career for…other reasons. And I needed a bit of a miracle if I were to scrape the money together by the deadline. 
I couldn’t let this opportunity slip. Mom always says that when life knocks you down, you have two choices: stay down or get up. Sometimes life was a bit of a boxing match against Muhammad Ali though.
I was not going to let it keep me down.
I rubbed the bridge of my nose again, then took off my glasses and cleaned them with the hem of my shirt. I lacked money to pay the tuition bill thanks to envelope number two—lawyer’s fees. I opened his letter next. My lawyer had set up a payment plan, but even that was a stretch. You didn’t make much as a floral deliveryman. The bank had refused my application for a home equity line of credit. There was no way I could put the school tuition and lawyer fees on a credit card. I’d never dig out of that debt. Student loans were still an option, but I really didn’t want to take on that burden either or risk not having enough even with the loans.
I folded both letters and set them aside. Shrugging into a light jacket, I grabbed the salad, dressing, and a bottle of sriracha sauce, and headed for my parents’ house. 
I entered through the back, wiping my boots on the doormat and allowing the porch door to ricochet the way I always had as a kid to announce my presence. Smack, smack, smack.
Alyssa was sitting at the kitchen island, scrolling on her phone, her curly hair swept up into her signature pineapple hairdo. She played with the petite gold cross hanging from a slender chain around her neck as she looked up. “Hey.”
“Hey.” I gave my sister a quick hug. 
She wrinkled her nose. “What did you bathe in?”
I tugged at my shirt collar. “Uh, soap? Orange mint or something?”
“Your clothes reek, Holden. Like mildew or something?” Her pulled face made her look ten, not forty. “Have you lost more weight? I’m hugging bones here.”
My clothes shouldn’t stink. The water drain trap in the front-loading washing machine probably needed cleaning again. Or I had forgotten to move the wet clothes over to the dryer quickly enough. “Guess I should try washing my clothes, huh? Not wear them inside out like I did in college when they got dirty?”
“Sorry. Long week at the restaurant. I wasn’t thinking. I didn’t mean—” 
I grinned and she laughed in return, knowing I was just yanking her chain. “It’s fine, Alyssa. Thanks. Can always count on your sniffer.” I waved the apology away and flicked a look at the mess on the kitchen island. Alyssa may be a genius with her kitchen tools, but she left a debris field in her wake. I brought two dirty bowls and a few utensils over to the sink. “What are we experimenting with this week?” 
“Blackened salmon—for you.” She smiled with the winning smile that snagged her my high school best friend, Paul. She shifted her attention to the oven timer. “Almost done. Creamed Swiss chard, the salad you brought, and spicy tomato orzo. I put extra heat in it.”
I sprayed the counter and began wiping it down. “Sounds delicious.” Four place settings and one kid’s plate lay stacked on the kitchen table. “Paul couldn’t make it?”
“Overtime at the office. One of their accountants is sick.”
“We’ll see him after Tax Day,” I said.
“Yup. I’m used to being a tax season widow.” 
“Think he could make time to go fishing?”
“For you? Of course.” Bending and pulling out a pan from the oven, she whiffed the steamy air. “I hope you like this one. My eyes are tearing up just smelling this.” She turned her head over her shoulder and sneezed.
Alyssa always made one portion spicier for me. I took the sriracha out of my jacket pocket and set it with the dinnerware.
She looked horrified. “No, Holden! Come on, this is extra, extra spicy. I pulled out the big guns. You don’t need that.”
I pushed my glasses up on the bridge of my nose. “We’ll see about that. You a doctor now? Found the cure?” I gave her a teasing look. 
“One of these days I will win this contest, and yes, I know more than your doctor does,” she said, thrusting her chin out and crossing her arms.
Believe me, I wanted her to win, to out-spice my defective olfactory bulb. She hadn’t yet, but I humored her in each week’s battle, complimenting my perfectionist sister on a meal well done. Not only did she see this as a challenge, but sometimes, she came off affronted that I couldn’t enjoy the dishes that had garnered her prestigious culinary awards. I’d accepted the smell-taste thing and had moved on, Alyssa, not so much. 
“Where’s everyone?”
She returned to the stovetop to check on two simmering pots. “In the living room. Bring this chardonnay out with you, please. I’ll make yours a spritzer.” She winked.
“Well, I do love some bubbly, don’t I?” I winked back. “I want a cherry, like Jayla’s Shirley Temple, please.”
She rolled her eyes.
Grabbing a handful of pretzels on the counter to munch on, I made my way to the living room. I loved texture. Bubbles on my throat, the crunch of a pretzel, and that hit of sriracha. It worked.
Now, booze? When you’re lacking seventy-five percent of your tasting ability, you get drunk fast. Real fast. Liquor was water on my palate. I usually went with seltzer and lime. Tonight, I would accept one glass of wine to lightly imbibe because my mind needed it. When time allowed, Paul and I liked to go brewery hopping. He would indulge in a local ale and tell embarrassing stories from our high school days, while I marveled at the brewery’s inner workings. It was fascinating stuff. 
Giggles trickled through the doorway from the living room.
Jayla was tickling Pop, who dodged her poking fingers. Mom sat on the couch by the coffee table, enjoying her pre-dinner tea and watching the two of them. Her eyes lit when she saw me. “Holden. How’re you doing, sweetheart?”
I scrubbed my jawline, wondering if I should shave. Tash always liked me clean-shaven, thus me growing my facial hair out recently. I had to be a rebel sometimes. I leaned down to hug Mom, knowing she wouldn’t complain about my clothing’s stench or scruffy chin. “What are you working on there?” I pointed to the purple pile of yarn on the coffee table next to her crochet hook. 
“A little something for Evelyn’s grandbaby.”
I nodded hello to my dad at the same time Alyssa called from the dining room, “Dinner’s ready.”
I scooped Jayla up with a tight squeeze.
“Giddy-up!” she said with a giggle.
We did a little switcheroo, and I carried her to the table piggyback-style. “How’s my favorite love bug?”
She hugged me around my shoulders. “Good! I lost another tooth today. Bit into an apple and—gush! All this blood came out!”
“Wahoo. A big one?”
I lowered her carefully to the floor. She smiled at me, showing the empty spot in her teeth. “Yesss! I hope I get two dollars from the tooth fairy for this one. Can I come visit Pixie soon?”
“You bet.”
As we sat at the table, my phone rang. I pulled it out to silence it, and Pop looked over my shoulder as he took his seat beside me. 
My lawyer. Why was Earl Bachman calling me on a Sunday? Did this month’s payment not go through? I wasn’t unfamiliar with those calls from his billing department. 
“Why do you have a lawyer calling, and on the Lord’s Day no less? Not Tasha bothering you still?” Dad asked, his tone irritated.
I really should rename the caller ID to something else.
Pop eased himself into his chair, the cringe not hidden on his face. He blew out his breath and then lifted a glass of iced tea to take his daily dose of medication. His back pain flared at night, so Mom always laid a pill beside his dinner drink. After setting a pillow against his lower back, he held my gaze. 
Wrong lawyer, Pop. Not the divorce lawyer. The other one.
“No, it’s not Tasha. It’s for work. Just a holdup on one of the new construction sites.” I silenced the phone and plunked it back into my jacket. Alyssa cast me a look. I avoided her gaze. Not tonight, Alyssa. Not tonight. How could I tell them? I needed her to save me from this conversation, not silently dagger-eye me into telling my parents the truth. 
I was hoping to have been done with my degree by now, to have found a new job, so that Mom and Pop didn’t need to worry…or know the truth about what happened and how I was let go—thrown under the bus, more like it.
Alyssa took my hint and began to talk about some new fiasco at the restaurant. 
We joined hands and Pop led grace. 
After an amen, I shook hot sauce on my salmon and dug in.
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Irina 

Zooming past Ethan, our station director, who gave me an irritated “late again?” glare, I made my way down the hallway toward the little girls’ room in the back of the radio station. This bladder wasn’t going to hold it until the end of my hour-long show. With a chipper wave over my shoulder, I said, “Morning, Ethan! Violet wasn’t feeling well, and the vet only had an eight o’clock appointment.” 
Not waiting for his response—likely an eye roll—I dropped the container of moustokouloura, my grandmother’s famous grape molasses cookies, on the communal kitchen table before darting into the bathroom. The toilet seat was up again. I sighed as I grabbed a tissue and lowered it with a thwack. The station was run by mostly men who hadn’t grown out of the awful habit by the age of twenty like they should have. 
Pressure eased, I washed my hands, adjusted my scarf—the dog-paws-and-spring-flowers one, my favorite—then walked into the air studio faster than one could say, WCWE 93.3 FM Community Radio, catching you on the threes!
My show was slotted between Tom’s Motown Moves and Khadir’s Happy Thoughts, Happy Body. I still had twenty minutes before airtime, but Ethan was a stickler for punctuality and liked DJs to arrive thirty minutes ahead. Mr. Cranky Pants would load up a pre-recorded show at the tick of ten minutes before, just to be safe. Then he’d have a meltdown. He should see my doctor who told me that I needed to do less, slow down. If people couldn’t keep up with me, then that was their problem. Life was short, and I wanted to live mine to the fullest. Age was just a number. 
In the studio, I flopped onto my seat, and it spun in response. Tom was sick this week, so a previous episode of Motown Moves was playing according to the screen. Green lights on the top of the soundboard indicated we were live on the airwaves and cyberwaves. I set my thermos of English breakfast tea off to the side and dropped my handbag on the extra chair in the corner. 
Both computers hummed quietly, ready and waiting. I glanced at the monitor to double-check the time slots for the underwriters. All was well in the land of radio in downtown Worcester. 
Just as the overhead clock ticked to 9:45 a.m., the phone rang. “Irina here at WCWE 93.3 FM Community Radio.” I already knew it was Sam calling to complain about one of his elderly roommates at Living in the Pines.
Sam said, “This morning Gretchen was watering her succulents again the wrong way. Told her how she was supposed to do it, but she still doesn’t listen to me. And she doesn’t water her cacti from the bottom either. Tried to explain the patina of the terracotta pots to her and she looked at me like I was from Mars.”
“Sam, nice to hear from you.”
“She never listens.” 
“How are your plants doing, Sam? How is that rabbit foot fern?”
He coughed, loud and phlegmy. “It’s fine. Taking care of it just like you said. But, Gretchen, she—” 
A knock on the door and a throat clearing drew my attention. Ethan poked his head in. “Irina, he’s here.” 
I covered the receiver with a palm as Sam continued to whine about his neighbor. 
“Send him in. Is he prepped?”
“Why wouldn’t he be?” Ethan snapped. 
Strike me pink, he was a rabid dog today. I was ten minutes late. Whoop-de-doo. Not once in five years of running Your Gardening Hour had I missed an episode. I had lots of pre-recorded episodes on standby, but come hell or high water or snowstorm, I was here. I didn’t renege on my responsibilities. Not even when Jerry was sick. We’d worked around his doctor’s appointments. 
“Sam, honey. I can’t wait to hear more about it next week. We have a special guest, and I need to prep him before getting on the air. Talk soon?”
Sam mumbled an “okay” and hung up.
I did a quick touchup of my mauve lipstick, assessed my cheeks, overly pink thanks to rosacea, and sighed. Then I resigned myself with a fluff of my wispy bangs and straightening of my scarf. I pulled out my notecards.
Douglas Francis came through the door. “Irina…” he said, leaning forward with a hand outstretched.
“Doug, you know I don’t shake hands.” I stood, walked around the desk, and leaned in, giving him a hefty hug. It elicited a chuckle from the handsome man in a suit that probably cost more than my minivan. “How’s the family?” I gestured for him to sit on the other side of the desk, in front of mic two.
Douglas possessed a formal air, with a well-groomed beard like a softer George Clooney, who was in his sixties now and still as sexy as ever. Douglas was fit, not round. He had oozed confidence, but lacked arrogance, during our previous encounters, but today he had a deer-in-the-headlights kind of look and was balling his hands. Maybe the studio intimidated him.
“Good, good.” He blinked rapidly, high cheekbones a bit flushed. He added, “Just found out that my daughter, Katy, is pregnant again. Due in August. Another boy.”
I pressed my lips together with a smile. “Nice to hear. Babies are precious.” 
“And yours? Your grandson, uh, Liam, is it?” Douglas asked.
“Logan. He’s off to college this fall,” I said proudly, fighting the pain that wanted to knot my stomach into a tight ball. Logan had been eight when I came into the Rose family picture, and unlike his mother, Olivia, he welcomed me with muddy fingers, sloppy kisses, and so much…love.
Douglas lifted a dark eyebrow. “Botany?”
I chuckled. “Political science. He might go to law school afterwards.”
“Impressive.”
Only if it’s what he really wants, I wanted to say. Logan had loved geology like his grandfather, but after…well, after Jerry’s death…Logan shifted his interests. I understood why. Regardless, it was sad to see a young man give up on his dreams out of a feeling of obligation. Logan wanted to heal his mother’s spirit, crushed by the loss of her father. Olivia was getting better-ish now. Or so she claimed.
I put my headphones around my neck and gestured to Douglas to do the same. “We’re going to do this live, as we spoke about on the phone. Just speak naturally into the mic. I will do the rest. I know in the past we’ve done pre-recorded interviews, but there is just something about being live, and in honor of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the race, no less. We may take questions from callers at the end if time permits. You okay with that?” 
He nodded, his face growing ruddier by the moment. He crossed, then uncrossed his arms. 
“Pretend we’re at my place, having tea and chatting. There are even cookies in the kitchen for after.” 
That got a grin. He had a handsome grin. “Those are cute,” he said, pointing to my display of heart-shaped rocks and minerals along the back wall. 
Jerry had loved hiking, even with his bad knees. “Thanks. My husband gave them to me. Each of the DJs here put a little something on his or her area of the wall to make it feel like our own office. Know my favorite?”
“That pink one, rose quartz?” His smile widened as I saw the tension loosen from his shoulders.
I smiled back. “Bingo.” 
I walked him through the logistics. “We’ll keep it easy and breezy. You’ve already read through the questions I’ll ask. These mics are very sensitive. They can even pick up the sound of the CD trays opening, so have some water and get the fidgeting out of the way now,” I teased. I handed him a water bottle from my stash below the desk. “This is going to be a fabulous year for the race, Doug. Just follow my cues and you’ll be fine. Take your time, enunciate.” I winked. I queued up my fade-in music and the first underwriter promo on the computers. 
I slid my headphones on. My fingers did the rest as the earlier show faded out. Lights illuminated the soundboard with a few flips of switches. I tapped my foot to the upbeat rhythm of the theme song. Next, the underwriter promo played. 
Douglas shifted in his seat, then took another sip of water. He dabbed at a sweaty brow, though the temperature was kept a bit cooler in here because of the equipment. He also slid on his headphones.
I wound up my radio persona. “This is Irina Georges-Rose, with Your Gardening Hour, catching you on the threes where I make gardening a breeze. Today’s
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