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  Chapter one

Sweat trickled down my spine as the phone rang twice before I started to chant, “Pick up. Come on, Roxie. Pick up.” 
I shivered as I paced in front of my bedroom window. Three more rings. After two more, I whispered, “I know you’re home, Roxie, and Paul’s out of town, so pick up.”
“What do you want, Alison?” my sister snapped after the eighth ring.
“I had another nightmare.”
“It’s two in the morning and I’m trying to sleep. Go wake up your roommate.”
I sat on the edge of my double bed. “Please, Roxie, I just need to—”
“Where’s your journal? The one the therapist told you to keep,” she said. “Open it to the back cover. Then I want you to write down the same thing I told you the last time you called in the middle of the night.”
“That was months ago.” I reached into my nightstand then sat back against my headboard and clutched the plain black journal to my chest with no intention of writing a single word. I knew exactly what she was about to say.
“You and Dad were in a car accident when you were little,” she started as I lip-synced her word for word. “Dad died. You suffered a brain injury. That’s why you have headaches and can’t remember things. Your brain makes up stories that give you nightmares, then you get confused. Heaven knows how you can keep your thoughts straight to write books.”
I flipped open my journal to a sketch I’d drawn of a large house and a fire. Not once had I ever drawn a car. For some reason, the truth felt so wrong.
“You wrote down all those dreams and stories in your journal, remember?” she asked. “If it weren’t for those journals, you would never have written your first novel.”
Although my room was semi-dark, my gaze darted to where the poster of my first book cover, Kiss of Velvet, hung on the wall. A gift from my roommate Emily when I launched my romance novel in a local bookstore run by one of her friends.
“Did you write it down?” My sister’s question jarred me back to the present.
The sound of her voice was what calmed me, not the story. “Yes.”
Roxie groaned before she whispered, “Alison, you can’t keep calling me in the middle of the night, it drives me crazy. I can’t keep doing this.”
“I know.”
She hesitated. “Why don’t you call Mom?”
“You know why. She won’t answer.”
“What about Emily?”
“She wears headphones to bed, so she can’t hear me or the neighbors.”
My sister hesitated then chuckled. “I think I’ll start doing the same thing.”
“I wish you wouldn’t.” I blew out a breath and deflated over my journal. “I’m sorry, Roxie. It’s just that I haven’t had any nightmares in months, and I don’t know why—”
When she cut me off, her voice softened. “It’s okay. Get some sleep, Alison. I’ll drop by the candy store tomorrow. Maybe we can go for lunch. Since you’re my Maid of Honor, I need your help to pick invitations and a theme for my wedding.”
“Why doesn’t Paul help?”
Roxie chuckled. “Aside from being away with his buddies? He’s hopeless. He says he likes whichever ones I like, which is great but not all that constructive when I have no idea what I like.”
“Why don’t you ask Mom?” I regretted the question as soon as it left my mouth.
“Don’t be absurd. You know what her tastes are like.”
“Over the top and expensive.”
She yawned then said, “You know it. Now that you’re feeling better, we both need to get some sleep. I’ll call Mom in the morning. Maybe we can meet for dinner tomorrow instead of lunch.”
“That sounds nice. Goodnight, Rox. Thank you for not hanging up on me.”
I plugged my phone into the charger before I reached for the odd little rock I’d carried around since I was a kid. Although I had no idea where it came from, someone took the time to carve a deep, crude pineapple with spiky leaves into one side. The rock became my worry stone over the years. It wasn’t so much the pineapple that comforted me as the feeling of the rough lines beneath my fingers and the distraction of wondering who put so much work into creating it.
Instinct told me it was important, but that didn’t explain my almost obsessive attachment to it.

      ***“You had another nightmare?” Emily Nelson, my roommate and best friend since second grade, asked on her way out of the bathroom the next morning. Her elbow-length black hair dripped water onto the thin carpet. “Why didn’t you try to wake me?”
I wrapped my arms around my stomach. “I called Roxie. She wasn’t happy, but she offered to call Mom to arrange dinner tonight.”
Emily stopped and frowned. “Uh-oh. What does she want this time?”
“Roxie?” I asked. “Help with her wedding invitations.”
“Nah. I know your sister. She’s after something otherwise she’d have dinner with your mom and leave you out. I’ll bet you ten bucks she needs to ask your mom for money and wants you to back her up.”
As I hopped into the shower, I had to agree. My sister—despite my late-night phone calls—rarely did something for nothing. Every time I called for help, there was a price tag.
Barton’s Candies was busy that day. I ran off my feet restocking jujubes and jellybeans while avoiding my boss who always seemed to find “just one more thing” for me to do. I was surprised to see no sign of Roxie by the end of my shift at six o’clock.
With a sigh of relief, I wandered the twelve blocks home. That was when Roxie began to text me every five minutes to say she would pick me up at six-thirty and I’d better not be late since we were meeting Mom at the restaurant at exactly at six-forty-five. Knowing my mom, even if we were a minute early, we’d still be late. Ingrid Tracey-Cadell had no threshold for tardiness in either her clients or her kids.
“Good timing,” Emily said as she glanced up from her laptop. “I’m trying to come up with a good name for my new blog. Which do you like better ‘For Goodness Sake’ or ‘Zest for Goodness’?”
Not only was she a wonderful cook, but she was trying to build a reputation as a food blogger. Sharing videos of her creating amazing food would win over hearts and stomachs.
“How about ‘Emily’s Good Eats in Toronto’? You are a food critic, aren’t you?”
“That was awfully hasty. Give it a little thought, will you?”
I glanced down at my dusty, gray cargo pants and pink uniform shirt. “I have to change. I’ll never hear the end of it if I showed up for dinner dressed like this.”
“Lucky you. Where are you going?”
“Figaro’s.”
Emily batted her fake eyelashes. “Oh, yummy. Try the seafood risotto and wear that blue dress you got when you broke up with Cory last time.”
“You make it sound like we break up once a week.”
“Well, you do,” she said.
I blew out a long breath. “My mom will hate that dress. I got it at that clearance place.”
“Yeah, but it’s sexy and makes your eyes pop. Besides, you work in Barton’s Candy store and have no money, what does she expect? Once your romance novels become best-sellers, you can shop where she shops.”
I shook my head. “Not a chance. Those places are so pretentious.”
Emily tapped her pen on the table. “Why didn’t you wake me up to talk last night?”
“I needed to hear my sister’s voice. She recited the same thing she always does. Accident, brain damage, blah, blah, blah.” I paused. “What I don’t understand is if I have brain damage, why do I feel as normal as everyone else?”
She shrugged. “Maybe you were some super genius before the crash and now you’re just as lame as the rest of us mere mortals.”
I chuckled, wandering to my room to change. I pulled on the blue dress then, as an afterthought, stuck my pineapple-etched rock it in my purse. In case things got a little iffy with my mother and I needed comfort.
My phone chimed as I reached for my coat. “Roxie’s downstairs. I’ll see you later, Em.”
Emily pulled a foil pan from the oven. The divine smell of her delicious butter chicken was enough to change my mind on most days. “Don’t have dessert though. I’m making a cheesecake to celebrate.”
I pulled my boots on with half a mind to stay home. “Celebrate what?”
“It’s Wednesday,” she said. “Oh, and my new blog you forgot about already. I’ll pack some butter chicken and rice for your lunch tomorrow. Make sure to brag to your coworkers about your roommate who’s an amazing chef.”
After she set the pan on the table, I caught a whiff and sighed. “I already do brag and they’re super jealous. Maybe I can convince Roxie to let you cater her wedding.”
“Why not? Me and my three pots and two pans. Piece of cake. What I wouldn’t give for a big, beautiful kitchen.”
“Maybe one day,” I told her as I left. Rather than taking the stairs, I decided to burn off some energy by taking the stairs. By the time I got to my sister’s car, she scowled as she tapped the steering wheel with the tips of her long purple nails that glittered under the streetlights.
“Feeling better today?” she asked.
“For the most part.” I closed the passenger door of her Passat and buckled my seatbelt.
“That’s good,” she said. “Do me a favor and don’t bring up my wedding tonight. Mom’s been trying to take over. That folder beside you has some sample invitations she got from one of her suppliers. That’s what I need your help with.”
“She is an actual wedding planner, you know. Trying to keep her out is pointless. She’s bound to dig her talons in sooner or later.” I reached for the white folder wedged between my seat and the gear shift, then used the light from my phone to check them out.
Roxie sighed as she drove. “Yeah, I know. The problem is she refuses to do it for free, or even at cost. I’m just another client.”
I grimaced. “So much for you being her favorite.”
The invitations ranged from gold and silver matte embossed with black or white to plain white cards with a ghastly shade of green. I cringed and asked, “Green?”
“Don’t start. It’s not even a nice green. It looks like baby vomit.”
One invitation caught my eye. Simple white satin paper with black lettering. “This is pretty. The satin paper would go better with the fancy writing, not the block lettering.”
“That’s great,” Roxie said. “I can make those at home for a quarter of the price. Told you I needed your help. You’re the artist in the family.”
“Writer. I can’t draw.” No one knew, or needed to know, about the child-like sketches in my journal.
“Writer. When’s your next book coming out, by the way? I need a distraction.”
“As soon as I write it.” I gazed out the window. White capped waves danced in Lake Ontario. While a swim was out of the question, I loved to take walks along the shoreline after dinner. Just not in winter wearing a dress and heels.
Mom—aka the elegant and emotionally challenged wedding planner Ingrid Tracey-Cadell—was already seated at a table near a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the Toronto Harbor with a martini in one hand. Her long legs were crossed at the ankle near her chair. When she saw us, she stood to greet my sister and then turned to me.
“Alison, you look nice.” Mom hugged me then kissed my cheek. “Your sister said you had another nightmare. Have you been taking your medications?”
I bowed my head and muttered. “Yes, I have. Thanks, Rox, all bets are off.”
“It’s stress,” she insisted. “You need a better job. One that pays well.”
My sister growled. “Mom.”
Our mother took a sip of her drink as we sat. “What? It’s not exactly a secret Alison has issues. Did you call your doctor?”
“I had to work today. We’ll be getting busier with the holiday season coming.”
My mom wagged her finger. “It’s only the end of October. Doctor Agrandie may need to increase your medications. I’ll call him in the morning since you can’t be bothered.”
I reached for my water. “I just saw him a month ago. He cut my dose back to see how I’d react. So far, I’ve been fine.”
She patted my hand. “Not if you’re having nightmares.”
“Only a couple.”
“You need to be honest with the man,” Mom said. “If you don’t tell him the truth, he’ll cut you off your medication completely and then where will you be?”
My eyes welled. My sister could step in any time now.
Roxie piped up as if reading my mind. “I asked you both to come because I have something to tell you. Paul and I want to have kids.”
“Of course you do.” Mom’s smile stiffened like someone hit her with a blast of spray starch. “Once your career is established and your fiancé has a real job, you should buy a beautiful home in a neighborhood with high-ranking schools. Two kids would be perfect.”
“I meant right after the wedding.”
Despite my medication, I itched to order the largest glass of wine the restaurant offered.
Mom’s penciled eyebrows rose before she took a gulp of her martini. The calm before the storm. “Is that a wise idea? You have your new career to think about and Paul’s still looking for the perfect job. Both of your careers are far from stable.”
Roxie’s jaw tightened as she met my gaze. I wished she’d given me the heads up rather than made me look at invitations.
“It’s better than waiting until I’m in my forties, then never being able to give you grandkids,” she said, earning a twitch of Mom’s cheek. “What I need from you is Dad’s medical history.”
Mom’s face hardened. Her cheeks paled before her next gulp. Finally, she asked, “Why?”
Roxie toyed with her fork. “In case there’s any heart disease, diabetes, or that sort of thing on his side of the family.”
“Then you’ll have to ask him,” she told us, tossing back the rest of her drink.
We both stared as if Ingrid Tracey-Cadell, the woman we’d called Mom our entire lives, had completely lost her mind before Roxie and I said, “What?”
She sucked back some invisible remains in her glass before she flagged down our server. “Ask him yourself.”
“I can’t ask him. He’s dead,” Roxie said. “At least that’s what you’ve told us for the past twenty years. Were you lying?”
“Did you abduct us?” I asked.
Mom huffed and rolled her eyes. When the server arrived, she ordered a double martini, dry with two olives. Roxie ordered a large glass of wine. I compromised and asked for a white wine spritzer.
After a long couple of minutes, and an off-limits warm bun with butter, our mom pursed her lips. Finally, she spoke the words that made my entire life feel like a lie. “Perry Beyer is alive and a deadbeat. Last I heard he was still a smokejumper somewhere up north.”
I clutched my water glass with both hands like a life preserver as my heart raced. I’d drawn so many pictures of fires in my journal that she said was because of the car accident. I gazed at the faint ripples that rose from the backs of my hands and up my wrists. Second degree burns from trying to escape the car.
“What’s a smokejumper?” Roxie reached for her wine the instant the server placed it on the table.
“He jumps out of airplanes to fight fires.” My words seemed to come from across the room.
Mom flinched then cleared her throat. “Exactly.”
“Why haven’t you ever told us before?” I asked, hands shaking so badly I placed them under my thighs before I spilled my water. “You told everyone Dad and I were in a car accident. Were we?”
She fluttered her eyelashes. Was it possible she was tearing up? “Alison, I had to protect you after everything that happened.”
My heart raced and my breath came in short gasps. “So, you lied to the doctor and to me?”
“You don’t understand—”
Coming to dinner was a mistake. I should have stayed home to help Emily with her blog, eat butter chicken, and drink sparkling water. My ears rang as I made my escape to the washroom and shook one of my anxiety pills into my hand.
Roxie burst into the bathroom, keeping a safe distance while I ran cold water into my hand to wash the pill down. “I’m sorry, Ali. I had no idea,”
Splashing my face would only ruin the small bit of makeup I’d worn. Like my mom needed something else to complain about. “Did she send you in here to drag me back?”
“She has a fresh martini. I took advantage of the distraction.”
“I should’ve ordered a bottle of wine.”
“You don’t want to do that. Booze messes with your meds and you can’t sleep, remember?” Roxie leaned against the counter. “I’ll trade you drinks since I have to drive. Believe me, I’ll polish off a bottle for both of us when I get home. You didn’t tell me the doctor was weaning you off some of your meds. That’s good news, right?”
I let the faucet’s sensor turn off the water while I stared at my reflection in the mirror. “Yeah, we should celebrate. Except that after tonight I’ll have to double my dose again. I’m having more nightmares than ever. Maybe Mom’s right.”
“What if she’s wrong, Ali?”
“What do you mean?”
“For what it’s worth, I didn’t know Dad was alive either. What if those nightmares are your brain’s way of telling you the truth about what happened?”
My eyes grew wide as I faced her. “What do you mean?”
The washroom door opened and a heavy-set woman wearing a basic black dress and a long string of pearls strolled inside. She ignored us as she sequestered herself in a stall.
Roxie leaned closer as she lowered her voice. “What if you don’t really need those pills and the doctor’s only trying to help?”
“Then why would I be taking them?”
She hesitated before blurting out, “To keep you from remembering. To keep you numb and under Mom’s control.”
I shook my head. “Then why aren’t you on medication?”
Roxie’s eyes watered. “Because I wasn’t there. I don’t know what happened, just that you were in the hospital covered in bandages with…” She paused for a deep breath. “Ali, Mom’s kept so many secrets from us that I don’t even know if she knows the truth anymore. Maybe you and I need to find him.”
“Who?”
“Dad. We both need answers, especially you.”
I closed my eyes to keep in my own tears. “What makes you think he wants to be found?”
“We won’t know until we find him, right?”
I gazed up at the ceiling. “First, we have to get through dinner. She won’t be in the mood for conversation now.”
“This was my fault, Ali,” my sister said. “I’ll take one for the team and ask her advice about my wedding.”
“I so wish I could have a stiff drink right now.”
She hugged me. “Don’t do it. I’ll text you later and tell you how weird it feels when the room spins.”
Wedding talk seemed to magically erase our earlier conversation. When we sent Mom home in a cab an hour later, she was more sheets to the wind than I could count, which concerned me. Roxie and I had both seen her drink before, but not like that. I bet my sister ten dollars our mom regretted ever opening her mouth about him.
“No bet,” she said. “We’re in agreement on that one.”
During the drive home, Mom’s revelation about Perry Beyer occupied every corner of my mind.
While I helped Emily polish off half the pumpkin cheesecake, I filled her in on what little I knew. After she took our plates to the kitchen, I sat on the couch with my laptop to search for my father online. I found several Perry Beyers. Obituaries, social media sites, and images. Not ready to sift through any of them, I slammed my laptop shut and took a deep breath.
“Can I take advantage of your writer’s brain to help get my first blog post ready?” Emily asked. “I have pictures, links, and buckets of enthusiasm, but can’t string three words together.”
“You’re a journalist. What’s wrong with your writer brain?”
“It’s stressing out and gone into hibernation mode,” she said. “After three glasses of wine, my brain is pretty much embalmed.”
I sat next to her with a laugh. “I’d say that was a bad life choice.”
She giggled, leaning against me. “I am an amazing journalist, Ali. If you want, I can use my resources to help you find your father. Once I’m sober, I mean. Hopefully, he can tell you what happened.”
“Let’s get this blog finished, so we can go to sleep.”
“Maybe you’d better type,” she said. “I have two left index fingers. I also have a feeling I’ll end up writing about pickled brains, which is not as appetizing as Butter Chicken.”
Two hours later, I fell asleep with the pineapple rock in my hand. The nightmare I woke from that night took on a whole new meaning. Instead of calling anyone for moral support, I sat in bed for over an hour to sketch and make notes about what I saw.
Fire. A child. A horse. The sensation of falling.
None of the images made sense. I always dreamed about fire, but I didn’t remember being around horses. Of course, I didn’t remember being a child.






  
  Chapter two

“The million-dollar question is are you going to help me find him or not?” Roxie asked over the display case two days later. Her long, dark curls were damp with Toronto mist. The day before, she was too hung over to crawl out of bed. 
“I don’t even know where to start.”
“Come on, Ali,” she said. “How hard can it be to find a man?”
A middle-aged woman shopping nearby raised her eyebrows. “You’d be surprised.”
Roxie and I laughed as she walked away.
“How do you expect me to find a man as elusive as Perry Beyer?” I asked, folding my arms across my stomach. “Depending on what happened, he could have changed his name, had plastic surgery, or left the country.”
My sister scowled at me over the glass display case filled with handmade chocolates. “You’re a writer. Don’t you live for doing research?”
“I’m a romance novelist, Roxie. All that’s required is daydreaming and not much research. So far.”
“Aren’t the skills all the same no matter what genre you write?” she asked. “You still need to find things to write about.”
“That doesn’t mean I know how to find someone who doesn’t want to be found. I’m not a detective,” I told her, running a hand over my tied back hair. When I reached the odd series of bumps and scars that came from the accident. I closed my eyes. Had Mom lied about them, too?
Neither of us had heard from our father in twenty years. My queries over the past two days had ended in dead ends in the wilds of British Columbia, more specifically near Mount St. Patrick on Vancouver Island. I’d abandoned my search in frustration.
“Are you in line, dear?” An elderly woman tapped Roxie’s arm.
“No, sorry. We’re just… I need to get back to work.”
The woman placed a book on top of a box of chocolate truffles and smiled at me. “Good afternoon, my dear.”
I stepped closer to the cash register returning her smile with one of my own and asked, “Did you find everything you were looking for today?”
“That depends. Are you A.J. Cadell?”
Roxie raised her eyebrows. “The romance writer? Yes, she is.”
My breath caught in my throat. No one ever called me A.J. except my readers. “Yes, I am.”
“Splendid. Then, yes, I did.” She peered out from between a white fedora and a lacy white scarf. Way overdressed for Toronto’s mild October weather. “Would you sign my book please, Miss Cadell?”
Moment of Weakness. My second novel had come out a month ago. While I’d received great feedback, reporters weren’t exactly hounding me for interviews. Well, there was that one. I shuddered.
Roxie gave a finger wave. “Call you later.”
The woman watched her leave before she said, “Your sister Roxie is very pretty.”
I gasped. The blue-eyed woman suddenly made me wary. “How do you know my sister’s name?”
“You and I have two things in common, Miss Cadell. We’re suckers for a good romance and we both do our homework.”
My heart raced as I reached for a pen. Was I famous enough to have a stalker? “Who shall I make it out to?”
She pushed her scarf away from her bright pink lips. “Just sign your name. It’s a gift for someone special.”
I signed the front page with a flourish. “You just made my day. Thank you.”
“Oh, no, dear. Thank you. You have no idea what this means to me.” Her eyes, the color of blue-raspberry cotton candy, lit up. “I imagine you get hounded for autographs every day.”
“Not exactly,” I admitted, ringing in her order. “Everyone here is an actor, a singer, or a writer. We’re all hungry for sugar and a paycheck.”
She chuckled. “I see. That’s a shame. I’ll bet that if you set up a table with your books and some cute bookmarks and candy hearts, you would sell out in no time. Chocolate and romance novels do go hand in hand.”
“I’m not sure they’re a Christmas kind of thing.”
“Oh, they’re all the rage at any time of year,” she said. “You’re a pretty girl. You must have a dozen gentleman callers who help you write such delicious books.”
Gentleman callers? I grinned as I handed her the autographed copy of my novel. Romantic daydreams were my specialty. Romance in reality, not so much.
“Excuse me, Miss Cadell,” Loribeth, my boss, stood two feet away. “I need you to take care of paying customers, please.”
“She is paying.” I bagged her candy and the book, then winced an apology.
The woman winked. “It was a pleasure to meet you. I’m sure we’ll see each other again one day.”
Once the afternoon crowd died down, Loribeth pulled me aside. “Look, I don’t say anything when you take days off to do publicity stuff, but you need to focus more on our customers and less on your writing.”
“But I—”
“It’s less than two months until Christmas. I need everyone at their best. If you’d rather write than work, maybe you should quit.” She held up a hand. “But not until after Christmas. You’re my hardest worker and I need you here for the holidays.”
In the past two years, I’d taken one day off for an interview and one more when I had the stomach flu. Loribeth made it sound like I missed shifts constantly. Between Halloween and Christmas, my days at the candy store would be non-stop and I was counting on the extra money to do some extra marketing for my books.
Any writing I did manage to squeeze in was inspired by customers. For example, the handsome man who brought a bouquet of chocolate roses. The young woman who bought candy canes and chocolate bars to create Santa sleighs she saw on Pinterest that she planned to make for guests at the homeless shelter. Is that where she would find romance? What if the two ran into each other?
I couldn’t help but daydream, and blog when I remembered, that one day I could give up my dead-end job to write full-time and still pay the bills. I envied authors who earned a living doing what they loved. My mom and Cory, my ex-boyfriend, wanted me to be more practical. Since our last on-again had careened into a spectacular fight and a fortune in Rocky Road ice cream, I no longer cared what Cory thought. For now, I would keep my day job in case my books didn’t sell. That fear kept me elbow deep in jujubes and jawbreakers.
“Hey, Miss Up-and-Comer.” My roommate strode into the candy store waving a rain-speckled copy of the Toronto Star. “Have you seen this?”
“Oh no. Emily, put that away before Loribeth sees it. That reporter sure was awful, even after I bought him some expensive soy latte coffee thing and a gluten-free muffin.”
Emily lowered the newspaper to her side as she shook her head. “Bah humbug. That woman would kiss your feet if she knew what a big deal you are.”
“I’m not a big deal.” My face burned.
“You made the Arts and Entertainment column in the Toronto Star, Ali,” she gushed. “That makes you a pretty big deal.”
Loribeth appeared next to me and snorted. “If you’re not here to buy something, step aside for paying customers.”
“What makes you think I won’t buy anything?” My roommate raised a freshly waxed eyebrow before she grabbed a package of candy off a nearby shelf. “I’ll take one of these.”
“You hate those,” I reminded her. “They taste like soap.”
“Then help me find something I like. That is your job, right?” Emily winked.
Loribeth rolled her eyes, then turned to help another customer.
I reached for a package of red licorice and some chocolate-covered peanuts. “Anything else, customer who is always right?”
“Toss in a bag of those yummy Christmas jellybeans you hoard behind the counter.” Emily chuckled. “You know, I should write a critique of this place for my blog.”
“Do me a favor and wait until I find another job first.” I added a bag of red, green, and white jellybeans. “That’ll be twenty dollars and fifty cents, please.”
Emily huffed. “That’s outrageous. I’m buying candy, not financing a car.”
“Then go somewhere else,” Loribeth said over her shoulder. “Anywhere else.”
“Great customer service you have here,” my roommate grumbled.
“I’ll see you later, Em.”
My roommate handed me cash for the candy, then tucked the newspaper beneath her arm. “I’ll whip up your favorite dinner to celebrate.”
“Celebrate what? Me nearly getting fired three times today?”
Emily waved the newspaper once more as she widened her black-rimmed eyes. “One of these days, you’ll be able to quit working here and do what real writers do.”
“Starve?” My boss smirked.
My curly ponytail slapped my cheek as I shook my head and said in a stage whisper, “I think she means write.”
“I suggest you get back to work before you need to look for another job. On the upside, you’d have more time to write and sign autographs.”
“As if anybody wants them,” I sighed.
Once Loribeth walked away, Emily groaned. “Look, I know you thought that reporter was a clown, but he did a nice job. The story will give you some great publicity and hopefully sell more books. All you need is to share the link all over social media and brag.”
My face burned at the recollection of a harried interview in a crowded coffee shop. “The guy didn’t bring a pen or phone, so heaven knows what he wrote about me. I’ll check it out when I get home.”
“Don’t worry, Ali,” she said, sticking her candy in her tote bag. “You’ll show her.”
“Yeah. If she doesn’t fire me first. I’m closing tonight. I’ll be done at nine.”
“And I will have Seafood Lasagna and a glass of sparkling water to cheer you up.” Emily grinned. “Then we can upload my food photos and talk about plans for Christmas. Or brainstorm your next awesome book, whichever you prefer.”
As my roommate breezed out of the shop, I closed my eyes. Christmas meant appeasing my mom as she ranted about my lack of a career since writing didn’t count, a boyfriend, or any sort of life... Last year, I’d spent Christmas Day listening to my mom and stepdad argue while my sister shopped online for a new wardrobe for her job at a huge corporation. Her fiancé ate junk food and watched football.
“Bah humbug,” I muttered, not caring who heard.
Across the store, I spotted the woman with the white fedora hovering near the exit. Her eyes shone as she watched me. Did she want something more? For me to speak to her book club or knitting group?
I blew out a breath as my thoughts refocused on her being a stalker. From blissful high to humiliating low in ten seconds. A new record. Even for me. Hands shaking, I excused myself to take my anxiety medication.
By the time my shift ended, my feet ached and my mood felt trampled by a dozen elephants. I left the candy store to start the twelve-block walk home as a light rain began to fall. I gazed at the leaden gray sky, then began to shuffle through the bone-chilling drizzle.
My shoulders sagged. The only bright spot was that Emily had made the newspaper article sound positive and was making seafood lasagna for dinner. Maybe I should have a small spritzer before I read it. Just in case she exaggerated.
“Miss Cadell?” a man called out behind me.
My stomach did a quick somersault as I turned around slowly. I faced an older man, mid-sixties maybe, who had a slight accent. English? Australian? Whatever it was, he sounded like someone’s butler. “Yes.”
“Are you A.J. Cadell?” The shoulders of his dark trench coat and his fedora sparkled with raindrops as he approached me.
“I am.” My heart beat a little faster, not sure what to expect. Was this an It’s a Wonderful Life moment where he offered me a better future, or something more sinister?
“Miss Cadell, I am Robert Foster.”
“If you want an autograph, I don’t have a pen or a book handy.” I gave a nervous laugh. “And if you want peppermints, the shop is closed until nine o’clock tomorrow morning.”
“I am aware of that from the sign.” He gave a little bow then touched his gray moustache. “In truth, Miss Cadell, I represent someone who would like to make you a special offer.”
“Look, I don’t know what it is you think I’ll do, Mr. Foster, but I’m not that kind of girl.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” he said. “I assure you it’s not that kind of offer.”
When Foster reached into his trench coat, I flinched. My breath caught in my throat until he withdrew a glittering white envelope that reminded me of one of Roxie’s wedding invitation samples. “I was instructed to give you this, then await your reply.”
“What is it?”
The lines around his eyes softened when he replied, “My client’s offer.”
“Who exactly is your client?”
“I am not at liberty to say.”
Curse client-whatever confidentiality. A chill ran through me as I reached for the envelope. “Do I get to think things over, or do you need an answer this second?”
He shook his head. “There is a grace period. You have until six o’clock tomorrow evening to make your decision. If I do not hear from you by then, I shall assume you are not interested and inform my client thusly.”
“Can you at least give me a teensy clue?” I examined the envelope and saw it was embossed with a gold thistle on the flap. I began to open it, but when he didn’t respond, I glanced up.
Robert Foster was gone. A swirl of raindrops danced in his place. My smile faded. He was fast for an old guy. As the rain grew heavier, I jammed the envelope into my purse to keep it from getting soaked and practically ran the entire twelve blocks home.
“Emily!” I shouted before I’d even opened the front door of our fifteen-story building. With no patience to wait for the elevator, I ran, then half-dragged myself, up the stairs to the tenth floor. For someone who walked a lot, I was badly out of shape.
Once I’d entered our two-bedroom apartment and closed the door behind me, I leaned against it to catch my breath. “Em, you won’t believe what happened.”
“Loribeth finally fired you.”
“No.”
My roommate glanced up from placing two plates on the table we found in the alley and repainted a soft teal. “You finally beat some snooty businessman out of a cab after work.”
“Ha, ha.” I peeled off my gloves and coat. “Ran the whole way.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Now that I don’t believe. Who was chasing you?”
“Funny.”
“Did you finally meet the man of your dreams?”
“What? No. As if.” I dropped my things on the sagging couch.
She shrugged. “I give up. You said I wouldn’t believe it. Those were the most unbelievable things I could think of.”
I tugged the envelope from my purse. “Trust me. This is even crazier.”
“An envelope? You’re right. That’s completely insane. Is it from a secret admirer?”
“When I left the shop tonight, some old guy handed me this. He said it contains an offer.” I sat at the table.
Emily half turned as she opened the oven. “Did you call the police?”
“Not that kind of offer. It could be a prank for all I know, but he disappeared so fast it made me curious.” I used a butter knife to open the envelope then paused for a deep breath.
“What is it?” she asked.
Inside was a simple white notecard embossed with the same gold thistle. The name Thistlewood Manor was stamped below it in gold script. The card was an invitation to become Writer-in-Residence for a month. No fine print. The only details stated all my expenses would be paid and my only obligation was doing three workshops and a reading at the local library. I was both impressed and wary all at once. Didn’t writers have to apply for those things?
“Ooh, that’s fancy. What’s it say?” Across the kitchen, Emily took a foil pan and packet out of the oven and set them on the table.
I silently read the card three more times.
“Alison?” she asked, waving a hand in front of my face. “What is it?”
“Whoever this Foster guy represents wants me to go to somewhere called Thistlewood Manor to be Writer-in-Residence. All expenses paid.”
“What do they want you to do?”
“A reading, teach a few workshops, evaluate a few manuscripts, and participate in other library activities. The rest of the time, I can work on my own project.”
My roommate snatched the card from my hand. “Get out! Ali, you’ve dreamed of this since we were kids. Who’s it from?”
“The guy wouldn’t tell me and there’s no name on the card.” Stomach growling, I opened the hot foil packet with my fingertips and pulled out a thick slice of homemade garlic bread. I took a bite, then fanned my mouth.
“What are you going to do?”
“Faint.”
“I meant after that.”
I wiped my fingers then tucked the card back into the envelope. “Find out why would someone make a nobody like me this kind of offer? It doesn’t make sense.”
Emily lunged toward the cupboard then slapped the newspaper onto the table in front of me. “You’re not a nobody. Someone is giving you a chance to live your dreams, and I’ll bet it’s because of this article. The guy even quoted you saying how hard it was to write full-time when you’re trying to earn a living. Face it, Ali, you’d be crazy to pass this up.”
“The reporter said that? Wow, I thought he was just checking out the barista the whole time. I guess he was listening.”
“Read the article.”
I tore off a piece of garlic bread not sure what to do first. Read the story, research Thistlewood Manor, or eat. My stomach was winning, but I pulled out my phone to do a quick search. “Except that article just came out today. From the looks of this invitation, someone planned this a while ago.”
“That means someone has a reason for wanting you to be their Writer-in-Residence. All the more reason for you to jump at the offer. Dig in while the food’s hot, then we can hit the computer and check this place out.”
While Emily scooped seafood lasagna onto my plate, I gazed around the apartment we’d shared for the past three years. “I can’t leave you stuck, Em. You can’t afford this place on your own any more than I can.”
“It’s only a month. You’re not leaving forever,” she said, then paused. “Are you?”
I tapped the notecard. “I should call Cory. He’s more practical about these things.”
“Forget it, he’s closed minded which is why you broke up seven times, remember?”
“You’re right.”
Emily opened a bottle of wine. “Your heart is set on writing, Ali. Cory would try to talk you out of going.”
“I should call Roxie.”
“Be honest. If you didn’t think you had to worry what anyone else thought, which you don’t, what would you do?” She poured us each a wine spritzer, mine light on the wine.
“I don’t know.” My heart raced as I bordered on an anxiety attack.
“Breathe, Ali.”
“I am breathing.”
“No, you’re hyperventilating.” Emily handed me a paper bag kept for emergencies. “Let’s try this another way. What if this same situation happened to the main character in your books? What would she do?”
She had me there. I set the bag aside and took a deep breath. “She’d accept the mysterious offer, go on an epic adventure, and meet the man of her dreams or else I wouldn’t have much of a romance novel.”
“Exactly. Then why not create a great story for you instead of some random character? What do you have to lose?”
“You. Roxie.” I took a bite of lasagna. “Cory.”
She jabbed a finger toward me. “I never want to hear his name again. I can still see the last layer of Rocky Road rippling on my butt. With both of you gone, I could finally lose the ice cream and cookie dough weight before Christmas.”
“True enough.” I sipped my spritzer. “My sister won’t be happy. Not with her wedding coming. She wants me to search for our father.”
“Roxie is a frustrated corporate office worker with an out-of-work fiancé. I’ll bet she’d jump at an offer like this if it meant taking pictures for National Geographic or something. She’s always dreamed of being a photographer but can’t stand up for herself with her fiancé or your mom.”
“She’d never dare. But she does know me better than anyone, except you.”
“Even better than you know yourself?” Emily raised her eyebrows as she reached for her wine. “How could Roxie and I know you better than you do? What I do know is that you worry too much about what everyone else thinks.”
“Ouch.” I poked at my lasagna. “Would you accept the offer if you were me?”
She nodded so hard I swore she’d get whiplash. “Girl, I’d go instead of you. Who knows, you might meet Mr. Right while you’re cavorting through the halls of Thistlewood Manor.”
“Cavorting?” I ate a shrimp. “If this involves cavorting, it’s already a bad idea. With my luck, this place is in some remote part of the country kilometers from civilization where I’ll probably run into Bigfoot.”
“At least you’d have something to write home about,” she said. “Besides, Bigfoot’s probably single. What’s wrong?”
“How can I leave my job to run off somewhere for a month just to write a book?” I asked.
“You want me to go instead?”
“No.”
“Then tell Loribeth you quit. Throw your pink apron on the counter. Pack your bags and go.”
I re-read the notecard. “I’ve never been outside of Toronto in my entire life. I don’t even know where I’m going.”
Emily tore off a piece of garlic bread. “Eat. After dinner, we can consult the almighty Google and find out.”
While we ate, I ticked off a list of all the reasons why accepting the offer was a horrible idea. Finally, I mopped the last of the sauce on my plate with a piece of garlic bread and realized I’d stalled long enough. “What if this place is on the other side of the country? What will I do without you for moral support?”
“Call. Text. E-mail. Video chat,” my roommate said. “Come on, Ali. You’re twenty-five years old with your entire life ahead of you. This is the exact opportunity you’ve always dreamed of, so don’t you dare chicken out. Call the guy and accept the offer before we have dessert. I made trifle.”
“I will totally miss

      ***
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