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      After years of working toward other people’s dreams, Maggie has no idea what she wants.

      

      Magnolia Parker loves botany, but only became a professor to make her parents happy. When she’s passed up for tenure, Maggie decides it’s time to make a change. Escaping the city, she finds herself in the idyllic town of Plumb Creek staring at a For Sale sign in a flower shop that shares her name. It must be destiny. Maggie goes all in.

      

      Being a florist should be easy for a professor of botany. Right? Boy, is she wrong.

      

      Before she even opens shop, she’s angered half the town. After her first customer leaves in a huff, she realizes a botany degree isn’t going to cut it.

      

      Enter Grant Sommers, hot local entrepreneur who has the town in his back pocket. He’s willing to help turn the shop around, if Maggie will listen. As much as she wants this to work, she fears she’ll never be able to loosen the town’s tight-knit roots enough to be accepted.

      

      It’s time for Maggie to pick her own path, even if it means disappointing everyone else.
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      To S.C.

      For the record, I'd pick you over and over again.
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      The frostbitten carton of ice cream in the very back of my freezer called my name as I approached my apartment. It wouldn’t matter if it was rock hard; my tears would soften it up in no time.

      It had been a long day, and I could already feel my eyes welling up as I recounted the day’s events to my best friend, Talia, over the phone.

      “I know I’ve never met the people you work with, but I officially hate them,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I said, a small smile breaking through the gloom.

      Reaching my floor, I shoved my hand into my bag and rummaged around for my keys. My fingers brushed up against a book and papers, rolled over a ChapStick, and found something that was most definitely a leaf stuck under my laptop. But no keys.

      “Why don’t I carry a cute little purse instead of this land yacht of a bag?” I asked, more to myself than to Talia.

      “You wouldn’t be able to carry around books, research papers, and I’m guessing at least one plant,” Talia answered anyway, spot on about everything, including the plant.

      Moving my hand to the other side of the bag, I rummaged some more.

      “Um … Tal? I’m going to have to call you back,” I said as I came to a stop in front of my apartment door.

      Fear trailed up my arm from where it was still stuck halfway in my bag. I pulled my hand out, not bothering to look for my keys anymore.

      Because my door was already open. Just a crack, but it was definitely open.

      “Maggie, I know you’re upset, but let’s stay on the phone. We can make a plan,” Talia said. “If I leave you now, I’m worried you’re going to get in the car, and we both know how that’ll end.”

      I shook my head, not because she was wrong. I did have the tendency to go on long, aimless drives when I was upset. But this wasn’t about my crappy day anymore. This was about it going from bad to oh-so-much worse.

      Pushing against the door with shaking fingertips, I noticed the lights were already on, even though I knew I’d turned them off when I’d left that morning. The illuminated room was trashed. I gulped back a sob.

      “No, Tal. It’s not—” I said, my voice wobbling. I pulled in a breath to steady it. “I need to go because I have to call the police. I’ve been robbed.”

      Talia gasped. “What? Robbed?”

      I nodded, which was stupid since she couldn’t see me. But that was what I was working with.

      “Okay. Well, um … call me back?” she said.

      I hung up and dialed 9-1-1.

      “Nine-one-one. What is the address of your emergency?” the dispatcher asked.

      I recited the information for her, then balked. “I’m not even sure this is an emergency. I’m sorry. I’ve been robbed, but there’s no one in my apartment anymore, so maybe I should call someone else?” I placed the back of my hand against my flushed forehead.

      “What is your name?” she asked.

      “Magnolia Parker,” I said before thinking. I never went by my full name. Why had I told her that?

      “Did the assailant have a weapon, Magnolia?” she asked, still sounding way calmer than I felt, which made me want to spiral out of control.

      “I’m—no, there’s no assailant. The door to my apartment was open when I got here. I’m standing in the hall.” I frowned at the doorjamb. “I’m guessing by the splintered wood that they used a crowbar to pry it open. That counts as a weapon, right?”

      “You were burglarized, then, not robbed,” the dispatcher clarified. “Robbery is when someone takes your property by force or by threatening the use of a weapon. Burglary is when they break into your home when you’re not there.”

      Being burglarized sounded a lot less cool than being robbed. The former made it sound like someone was running away with an armful of stolen hamburgers, not my possessions.

      “Are you sure there’s no one in the apartment?” she asked as calmly as if she were asking me my favorite flower instead of whether or not there were criminals lurking in my home.

      I gulped. “No.” A cold sensation settled on the back of my neck. “Could they still be in there? I’ve been out here talking on the phone. They might’ve heard me.” I backed away from the door.

      “I’ll notify the officer in your area. Do you have a safe place to wait?”

      Safe. Nothing felt safe at the moment. I took another wary step backward, noticing my kneecaps were actually shaking. I thought that only happened in cartoons, but here it was, happening to me.

      “Ma’am. Are you there? Do you have a safe place to wait?” she repeated.

      “Uh, my car?” I said, my back hitting the wall on the opposite side of the hallway.

      “Good. Go there. I’ll inform the officer on the way, and they’ll meet you there. What is the make and model of your vehicle?”

      My knees wobbled more as I turned and walked down the stairs to the parking lot. I gave the dispatcher the information about my car as I descended, checking that I’d gotten the license plate correct as I made my way to the driver’s-side door of my sedan.

      “Okay, I’m in my car,” I said once I’d locked the doors behind me. My knees rejoiced in the break.

      “I’m going to let you go, but if anything changes before the officer makes contact with you, call me right back. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I croaked out the word.

      After hanging up, I spent the next few minutes debating if I should put on music to calm my nerves. But even the thought of having to decide what to listen to sounded too much for my frazzled brain. Instead, I spent my time peering out into the darkness surrounding the parking lot, looking for any signs of movement. I’m not sure if I was looking for the burglar or the police officer, but I felt sure there was someone out there.

      Was that a shadow, a tree moving in the wind, or someone watching me? Wait. Had that person been standing across the street the whole time? And how could I be sure that was a shrub and not a burglar hiding at the edge of the lot?

      A knock sounded on my window. I screamed and jumped. A police officer stood just outside. I shoved my phone into my bag and opened my car door, trying to cover up my embarrassment at having noticed every movement but the person walking up to my car.

      “Magnolia Parker?” The officer had a flashlight, but she pointed it down, away from my eyes so it wouldn’t blind me.

      “That’s me.” I smiled feebly. “Though, right now, I really wish it wasn’t.”

      The officer looked as tired as I felt. But fatigued or not, she smiled back at me, all the same. “I’m Officer King, but you can call me Gabby. I’ve already done a preliminary sweep of your apartment and didn’t find anyone inside. I’ve also alerted your building superintendent about the break-in. Why don’t we go inside, and you can tell me what’s missing.”

      What I felt like doing was curling up in a ball and crying, but I shouldered my bag and followed Gabby instead.

      Hector, my super, met us as we reentered the building. “Hey, Maggie. So sorry to hear that this happened.” He tipped his head to one side in sympathy.

      My gaze narrowed. I’d been telling the man we needed better security in this building for years. The price I paid for my tiny apartment was insane and should’ve more than covered some measly motion-detecting cameras. Even some of those alarm company stickers for the ground-level windows would’ve been a step up from what we had.

      “You don’t have any security cameras on the premises?” Officer Gabby asked, scanning the ceilings as we walked into the stairwell.

      “Sure we do,” Hector answered smoothly.

      I snapped my attention back to him.

      He cleared his throat. “In the parking lot. Not inside, though the landlord was talking about installing some the other day.”

      I gritted my teeth. Well, that didn’t help me, now. Did it, Hector?

      Officer Gabby must’ve sensed my burning hatred for my super. She nodded to him. “If you wouldn’t mind gathering your tools to fix Miss Parker’s lock? We’re going to head inside.”

      Hector gave her a salute—weird—and disappeared into his first-floor apartment. Gabby and I continued up to the third floor.

      “If you wouldn’t mind listing the missing items as we walk through, that will be our first step.” She pulled out a notepad and gestured for me to head inside. “As best as you can,” she added as we stepped into the mess.

      Luckily, the analytical part of my brain focused on the task at hand instead of the ruined state of my home. It became a challenge, something I could direct my energy toward. I scanned the space, listing everything I could see that was missing.

      “They took my rocking chair, my TV, and, oddly enough, my toaster,” I narrated as I walked, clutching my bag even closer to me with each step.

      “Okay,” Officer Gabby said, writing that down.

      “Aren’t those things pretty cheap, in the scheme of things?” I asked. When there was only silence, I looked back toward Gabby. “Toasters,” I said. “They’re like twenty bucks. I can understand taking the television, but the toaster?”

      “It is odd.” Officer Gabby nodded, but she didn’t seem as concerned about it as I was.

      I couldn’t see anything else missing in the kitchen or living room, so we entered the bedroom next. The bedsheets were tousled, which made me want to throw up. My clothes and shoes all seemed to be there, even though most of those were definitely more expensive than the damn toaster.

      And that’s when my attention landed on my dresser. “Mother of—” I swore, stopping myself short when I remembered I was in the presence of a professional. “My jewelry. It’s all gone.”

      Half of it had been my Great-Aunt Janet’s. Priceless family pieces. Gone.

      Tears crowded my eyes. “This is officially the worst day ever,” I told Officer Gabby as she approached my dresser.

      I’m not sure why I told her that. Up until then she had given me exactly zero evidence that she would be the right person to spill all my feelings to. But I had a tendency to ramble when I was nervous.

      “I got passed up for tenure today,” I said through a bark of laughter, because that was easier than crying in the presence of a stranger.

      “Maggie, can you describe the jewelry?” was Officer Gabby’s response.

      “There was a princess-cut watermelon garnet,” I said, hoping that if I said it aloud, it might magically appear, like it had just been hiding out of sight, waiting for me. “A tanzanite ring with a platinum band and a pair of diamond studs, white gold. There were more rings and earrings, but they weren’t worth as much. I’ve been teaching botany at the university for six years. Did you know that?”

      Of course she didn’t.

      She stayed silent, writing in her notepad.

      For some reason, possibly because my brain had broken from fear and trauma, I didn’t take the hint. “Yeah, six years. I stay late, take assignments no one else wants, work my butt off, and they passed me up for tenure. Then I come home to find my apartment has been broken into.” I let out a wobbly sigh.

      “That’s terrible. I’m sorry,” Gabby said, finally showing some empathy.

      That small amount of compassion must’ve opened the floodgates, however, because then it all came pouring out of me.

      “My best friend thinks I should apply to other universities. She thinks that saying I need to stay because I’ve given them six years of my life is giving in to the sunk-cost fallacy. She’s a professor, too, but she teaches philosophy on the East Coast, with a focus on logic. She loves pointing out the fallacies in people’s thinking, especially mine. She said if they passed me up for tenure now, it’s likely they won’t give it to me again. And she’s not wrong.” I gulped, realizing the woman next to me hadn’t said anything for a long time.

      “What about the bathroom? Anything missing in there?” the officer asked, pointing to the last room in my small apartment.

      “Oh, right.” I shook my head, trying to snap out of it. She had a job to do that didn’t involve listening to me sob about my life. “Nothing missing in here,” I said, a shiver winding up my spine.

      Someone had been in my space, my sanctuary.

      Officer Gabby nodded and walked back into the living room. I followed, partly because it seemed like the right thing to do, and partly because I didn’t want to be alone.

      “Make sure you watch the local pawnshops for the next few weeks for your jewelry, your chair, and the television. If you find anything, let me know.” She fished a card out of her pocket and handed it over.

      “And my toaster,” I said, plucking the card from her fingers.

      The whine of a drill over by the door caught our attention. Hector closed the door and tried out the new dead bolt he’d installed. He checked the handle, nodding when it didn’t budge.

      “Looks like you’re back in business here, Maggie.” He kicked at the small pile of wood shavings that had accumulated on the floor and held the new key toward me.

      The metal edge bit into my palm as I gripped it.

      “Uh … thanks,” I said to Hector and Officer Gabby as they both departed at once.

      “Let me know if you need anything else,” Gabby said.

      The door closed behind them with a sickening finality. I clicked the new dead bolt into place. Digging around in my bag, I finally located my keys and replaced the old key with the new one. Still, my fingers wouldn’t stop shaking. I wanted to throw up. And then I did. At least I made it to the toilet first. After that, I called Talia back.

      “All clear. No bad guys left,” I said, sitting on the bathroom floor with my back against the wall.

      Tali sucked in a gasp. “That was a possibility? Here I was freaking out that you were robbed, and the whole time the bad guys could’ve still been there?” She sounded like she was pacing.

      “Burglarized,” I corrected her, just as the dispatcher had done. “Apparently, it’s different.”

      “And way less cool sounding.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      “Mags, I’m so sorry. I seriously will fly out there if you need me.”

      Even though my friend never made empty promises, I also knew that her classes lasted a week longer than mine this term. So even though I was officially done, she was in the middle of finals.

      “No. I’ll be fine.” I looked around my apartment. “Hector fixed the lock.”

      Talia was silent.

      Who was I kidding? I couldn’t stay here. For one, I would have to clean every surface and wash my sheets before I could even approach feeling comfortable enough to sleep. And two, I’d already been tired before this whole ordeal. I needed to sleep.

      “I’m going to get a hotel,” I blurted.

      “Oh, good. I wasn’t sure whether to be super proud of you for being brave or tell you to see a doctor because you were obviously in shock if you were going to sleep there.”

      A new, terrible weight settled over me. I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to sleep here again.

      “Did they take anything big?” Tali asked in the same tone she might’ve asked if a spider was still alive after we’d tried to kill it.

      “Television, rocking chair, toaster, jewelry.” My tone sank along with my heart as I said that last one.

      “Toaster?”

      I slapped the floor next to me. “Thank you. That’s weird, right?”

      She laughed. “Yeah, super weird.” Then she groaned and added, “You said they took your jewelry? Not Aunt Janet’s stuff?”

      “All of it.” I shook my head. “Why couldn’t I have been one of those people who hid my jewelry in cookie tins or something smart?” There was a rustling sound in the background. “Are you doing that right now with yours?”

      “Maybe.” Her voice was small. “What about your computer? Did they take your laptop?” she gasped.

      “Oh, gawd no.” I patted my shoulder bag hanging safely at my hip. “I don’t let this little guy out of my sight. He knows too much about me.”

      “At least there’s that.” Tali sighed. “Another reason you don’t carry a cute purse.”

      “Yeah,” I said, pulling myself up off the bathroom floor.

      My mouth tasted terrible. I glanced at my toothbrush but couldn’t bring myself to put it in my mouth, not knowing what the burglar had touched. Instead, I squirted some toothpaste into my mouth and swished it around to get rid of the bad taste.

      “Okay, Tal. I’m going to get out of here,” I said, grabbing a bag from the floor of my closet and stuffing some clean clothes into it. At least, I hoped they were clean. What else had the burglar touched? I tried not to think too much about that as I packed.

      “Call me tomorrow,” Talia said. “And if you change your mind …”

      “I’ll be fine,” I said, knowing I couldn’t ask her to come here as much as I wanted her to. “I’ll call you in the morning. Love you.”

      “Love you, Mags.”

      I shoved my phone in my purse, and on my way out the door, I grabbed a spoon and the carton of ice cream from the back of my freezer.
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      I’m surprised the man at the hotel’s front desk even let me inside. He eyed the carton of rapidly melting ice cream I clutched in my hands, like it might be a bomb.

      The ice cream was gross, as it turned out. I only got two bites in before I chucked it in the hotel room garbage can. And even though I fell asleep, hard, I woke up at three in the morning, my mind running through all the things I would need to do to my apartment in order to feel safe again.

      “Maybe you should take the day off,” Talia said when I called her before work.

      It had been a mistake to tell her about my lack of sleep.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “But you said you’re all done with your grades,” she added, showing she wasn’t likely to give in.

      “After I go in today,” I clarified. “I still have to post them and it’s easier to do from my office. Plus, I’ve got to grab Genevieve and Sal.”

      My two office plants would not survive on their own over the summer. There had been years where I’d taught summer courses, but I’d opted not to this year. I was on the hunt for a condo and knew the search would take me most of the summer with the competitive nature of Seattle real estate. Of course, I’d also hoped I’d have tenure under my belt going into the summer, but that wasn’t happening.

      “Okay,” Talia relented. “Well, be careful.”

      “Work isn’t the place I feel unsafe,” I said, ignoring the pit in my stomach that told me it wasn’t much better than my apartment at that point, just for different reasons.

      I left the hotel room and walked down the hallway toward the elevator as I talked.

      “Okay, if you’re sure,” Talia said, knowing it was a fair bet I wasn’t.

      The elevator opened and I stepped inside. “I’m sure,” I said.

      I wasn’t.

      “Call me later,” Talia said, not a question but a statement.

      “Will do. Have a good day.”

      “You too.” She hung up.

      Once I was out of the elevator and the stuffy hotel, I was able to breathe a little easier. Late spring in the city was magical. Everyone seemed to be in a better mood. There was sunshine—most of the time, when it wasn’t raining—and birds chirped almost loudly enough to drown out the constant traffic noise.

      Today, that all felt like a lie.

      Or maybe a secret joke everyone but me was in on. All I could see were the threats. What did that man have in his pocket? Why had that woman stared at me for so long? Would that car stop while I was in the crosswalk?

      And even as the crowd of normal commuters grew younger and their briefcases were replaced by satchels, and loafers by Converse, I didn’t experience the giddy pleasure of stepping foot on campus like I usually did.

      I headed for my normal coffee cart, but as I approached, I spotted a group of my fellow science department professors. One of those professors was a guy I’d dubbed Skeevie Steve in my conversations with Talia. Ugh. I didn’t have the capacity to deal with him on a normal day, let alone after the worst day I’d had in years.

      Steve was in his early thirties, like me, and he also worked in the Life Sciences Department, but that’s where the similarities between us ended. He was the kind of guy who always found a way to put his hand on women—especially their lower backs. He did that thing where he said he’d read every book anyone brought up in conversation, even though you knew he hadn’t. And he called other men “Broseph” non-ironically.

      Seeing him today was the last thing I needed.

      I angled my shoulders away from the cart, attempting to change course in a fluid way that would look like I’d never been headed in that direction in the first place. I couldn’t deal with the very real possibility that they had heard I hadn’t made tenure. The looks of pity on their faces would be too much, the awkwardness in the air would be as heavy as the pollen in a field of ragweed on a windy day. It was exactly why I’d stayed locked in my office yesterday until I was sure everyone had left for the night.

      My direction change was working. No one had noticed me. I skirted around the coffee cart, almost free. But on my way past, I caught the phrase, “Congratulations,” and then there were people patting Steve on the back. Howard, a microbiology professor, cheers-ed his coffee to-go cup against Steve’s.

      I froze. My eyes narrowed. Please tell me Steve just got a boat, or won money off a scratch ticket, or whatever the hell else skeevie guys did with their time.

      Howard glanced over at me, catching me in my shocked state. His shoulders hunched and he turned toward the group. A shushing noise came from his general direction.

      Neither scientists nor professors are particularly well known for awesome social skills. Science professors? Doubly doomed.

      So when Howard shushed everyone, they, of course, all turned to stare right at me. Skeevie Steve, however, had no such sense of pity or empathy—or a conscience. He walked right up to me.

      “Mags,” he said with a grin, making me hate that nickname even though it was what Tali called me. “Everyone was just congratulating me. Come join in.” He slipped his arm around my waist and led me over to the group.

      I wriggled at his touch, walking in a weird high-stepping jog to get in front of his hand so he wouldn’t be able to touch me anymore. Then I pasted a terribly fake smile on my devastated face.

      “What are we congratulating you for?” I asked, repeating the word boat in my head as I waited.

      The rest of the group looked down at their worn leather loafers and became incredibly interested in their coffee. Not one of them would meet my eye. Except Steve. He locked his blue eyes on to mine and peeled his lips back into that too-bright smile that reminded me of the Cheshire cat.

      “I got tenure. Found out yesterday,” he said, cocking an eyebrow at me. He watched me take in the news as if he were observing my reaction for some sort of experiment.

      Heck, he was a scientist, so it wasn’t out of the question.

      I couldn’t focus on how I should react. I was mostly worried about how to keep myself standing since my knees felt like they were going to give out once again. Oh boy, this was almost worse than last night after the burglary.

      “Tenure?” My voice cracked. This cannot really be happening, I repeated in my mind.

      Steve nodded, his eyes narrowing slightly in a “Yes, this is really happening” kinda way.

      On the list of people I’d been worried about getting tenure over me in the department, Steve wasn’t even on the first page. I hadn’t even considered him part of the list. Laurie, our department head, had to see through his slimy exterior to see the even slimier bits that made up Steve’s true essence. At least, I’d assumed she had. Here I was, proven so incredibly wrong.

      “That’s wonderful,” I said at a volume that was not even acceptable for outside. I became way too loud and animated when I lied.

      The other professors flinched at my intensity.

      “Congratulations, I have to get going, though.” I bared my teeth in what I hoped looked like a convincing human smile, backed away, and for some reason bowed before I turned to leave.

      My stomach ached as if someone had just kneed me in the gut. I spun into the science building, people passing in a blur. Students coming to say goodbye for the summer or argue a grade, mingled in the hallway, but if any were my botany students, I wouldn’t have known. I couldn’t focus on faces or details. Could I even still see colors?

      I went straight for my tiny office overlooking the fountain in front of the library. The grounds were always beautiful, but they were almost unfairly picturesque each May when the whole campus seemed to bloom at once. Looking out on the peaceful scene calmed me. Usually. Not today.

      Glancing around my office, I felt like I had in my apartment last night, realizing I couldn’t stay here. The only things I truly liked were Genevieve and Sal, and the pressed samples I’d collected during fieldwork hanging in frames on my walls. Being out in the field was my true love, being around flowers and soaking up their beauty like they soaked up sunlight. Tenure would’ve allowed me time to do research projects and get back to that. Now, I was looking at years and years of straight teaching.

      I opened my computer and furiously input my final grades, barely stopping to breathe until everything was finished.

      Then I walked down the hall to Laurie’s office. I didn’t even bother knocking.
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      Tali’s name flashed onto my car’s digital display. For the first time in my life, I considered not answering her call.

      But she would find out sooner or later.

      “Hi,” I said, forcing the word to sound chipper.

      Outside my car windows, the gray tones of the city had given way to the lush green countryside.

      “Hey, how’d it go today?” Tali asked.

      “Remember yesterday—before I realized I’d been burgled—when I joked that the only thing worse than not getting tenure would be if Skeevie Steve got it instead?”

      She gasped. “He skeeved his way into tenure?”

      “Like a skeeve instructor.” I clicked my tongue.

      “A real downhill skeever, that one,” Tali said, then added, “Taking the skeeve lift right to the top of tenure mountain. Sorry, couldn’t help that one.”

      Normally, wordplay was one of my favorite things. But today, all I could think of to say next was, “Yup.” I pushed down on the accelerator and passed a few cars, enjoying the feeling of winning at something.

      “Maggie, I’m so sorry. They’re crazy to give it to him before you.” Tali’s voice softened.

      My foggy brain latched on to the word "crazy."

      Crazy. Like the three boxes in the trunk that contained all the personal items from my office that I’d packed after talking to Laurie.

      Crazy. Like driving for the better part of an hour with no idea where I was headed, except that if I kept going in this direction, I would eventually hit the Canadian border.

      If I’d been driving a convertible instead of my sedan, I think I would’ve been one floral headscarf away from driving-off-a-cliff crazy. It didn’t help that my plants, Genevieve and Sal, were buckled into the passenger seat next to me like hostages.

      I clicked on my blinker to move into the other lane to let a car pass.

      “Where are you driving?” Tali asked, her tone lifting with interest.

      “Uh …”

      “Oh no. Magnolia Maureen Parker,” Talia said in that tone only someone who’d known you for over two decades could. “What did you do?”

      That was it, the reason I’d hesitated to answer her call. Tali knew me better than I knew myself sometimes. She was the sister I never had. She knew I only took frantic, aimless drives when I’d done something bad—like when I’d smashed the bumper of my dad’s car in eleventh grade or had missed the deadline for submitting a scholarship package to my first-choice university in high school.

      I was a fool to think she wouldn’t find out what I’d done this time.

      “I quit.” I spit out the words before I could think of a lie.

      “You what?”

      “Handed in my resignation. Packed up my office. Not going back.”

      “Maggie!”

      “What? Last night you said all of that sunk-cost fallacy stuff, and you just said they were crazy. I thought you wanted me to quit.”

      “Yeah, I sorta thought you’d, you know, apply for other positions first,” she said. From the slightly nasal tone at the end, I could tell she was pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “That’s what Laurie said too.”

      I shook my head, remembering the stunned expression on my department head’s face when I told her I wouldn’t be coming back.

      “I didn’t realize you’d accepted another position,” Laurie had said.

      I had almost cried as I’d admitted that I hadn’t.

      “She did say she’d write me a letter,” I added hopefully.

      Tali exhaled loudly into the phone. “This is big, Mags. What’d Harriet and Dean say?”

      “Oh, I’m definitely not telling my parents, and neither are you.”

      Growing up, Tali’s mom worked two jobs just to make ends meet, so Tali had practically lived at my house. She was as close with my parents as she was with her own mother, and still saw them on a regular basis since she lived less than an hour away.

      That was the beauty of being the honorary daughter. Tali hadn’t felt the need to move across the country to get away from my parents’ expectations, to get out from under their constantly judging gazes.

      “How far have you driven?” she asked. “Did you go north or south?”

      “North,” I said carefully.

      “Please tell me you didn’t flee to Canada.”

      A green Washington State transportation sign to my right told me I was still thirty minutes from the border.

      “I didn’t think to grab my passport.” I let out a half-hearted chuckle. “If the burglar didn’t take that too,” I said, realizing I hadn’t checked last night.

      That thought and Tali’s comment served to clear the remaining fog from my mind. She was right. This was unproductive; I needed to turn around.

      “Don’t worry. I’m getting off at the next exit,” I told her as I clicked on my blinker and guided the car onto the off-ramp.

      “I wish I could come give you a hug,” Tali said quietly.

      My eyes misted up for the second time that day.

      “Me too.” I sniffed.

      As if I’d been driving just ahead of it, and it had finally caught up with me as I slowed my car down the off-ramp, the weight of the day settled on my shoulders.

      A sign informed me the town of Plumb Creek was 3.4 miles to my right. Maybe I could take a little break before heading back to the city. I took the right.

      “Hey, on the bright side, at least you didn’t buy a condo yet,” Tali said, always the logical optimist.

      “Yeah, at least now when I become homeless because I can’t get another job, it’ll be because I’ve been kicked out of my apartment instead of being evicted from my condo.”

      “Hey, now. Let’s not fall down a slippery slope.” She tsked, quoting another of her logical fallacies.

      “If the slope fits,” I mumbled.

      Tali paused for a moment. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. I have the money I saved for the condo. I won’t be homeless for at least a few months. I’ll start applying to different universities tomorrow.”

      “I think this might be a really good thing for you, Maggie,” she added seriously. “At the risk of sounding like the guys down the hall, I do believe everything happens for a reason.”

      The guys down the hall Tali referred to were the “meaning of life” philosophers in her department, and—if her rants were to be believed—they couldn’t even get through lunch without arguing.

      “True. I probably would’ve hated being a respected professor at a reputable university with time off to write books and do research.” I rolled my eyes, knowing Tali couldn’t see me but would definitely pick up on the sarcasm in my voice.

      “I’m serious.” She laughed. “You’ve been complaining about how you never get to do fieldwork anymore, which is the part of your job you love the most. I’m going to say something crazy, but are you sure you want to be a professor? You could take this opportunity to find a different job within the field of botany.”

      I had never considered not being a professor. My parents were both notable archaeology professors who
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