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  Chapter 1
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Olivia Howard watched the countryside scooting beneath the clouds below. Whippoorwill Gap,  she thought, the last place on Earth I want to be. She ordered a glass of chardonnay from the pale thin flight attendant with a shock of brown curly hair crowning his buzzed cut sides. 
Eleven in the morning was a little early to start drinking, but why not? A little alcohol would calm her nerves and help her deal with whatever came her way in Charlotte, North Carolina and beyond. Queasiness hit as she imagined her mousy mother’s reaction to her unannounced arrival. Though she’d never understood why, her mom had always made her uneasy. For some reason, the fact that social expectations eluded her set Olivia’s teeth on edge.
From the adjoining seat, an overweight teenaged boy enfolded in crumpled clothing gave her a thumbs up. She groaned to herself, rolling her eyes back to the window. If only she could afford a first-class ticket.
Chastened, the boy pulled out his phone and plugged in his headphones. When the attendant handed Olivia’s wine past his head, his eyes stayed glued to his screen. She took a sip of the wine and leaned back. Only a two-hour flight separated her from the next nightmare installment of her life.
To avoid the uncertain future ahead, she turned her attention to the past. First, there was Jeremy—damn him. Making eye contact with her reflection in the glass, she struggled to figure out what had happened. If he’d left her for a soulmate co-worker or a beautiful stranger he’d met at the gym, she wouldn’t have been so shocked. 
But no, he’d left her for his baby-mama. The one that she, Olivia, had known nothing about until a week ago. Brittany … she couldn’t remember Brittany’s last name, but that didn’t matter. Once their divorce was final, her last name would become, like Olivia’s, Howard. 
Brittany was part of her husband’s past, one Olivia knew nothing about. As a teen, Jeremy had hooked up with a crush at a party and they’d made a baby. Nothing surprised her about that. After all, Jeremy was handsome, intelligent, and intense. But why he chose this girl, whom Olivia had christened “Trailer-Park Brittany,” was beyond understanding. And now he had chosen to leave Olivia and get back together with this woman—the mother of their seven-year-old daughter. If he had been so in love with Brittany, why had he never once mentioned her? And the daughter, Hazel? That he’d failed to mention any of this to her before they married now enraged Olivia.
She’d looked Brittany up on Instagram. The woman was pretty, in a small-town kind of way. She had long, thick, shiny dark hair, and enormous brown eyes with light-brown skin that looked fantastic against her white tee shirt. Occasional posts featured a little girl with Jeremy’s wiry auburn hair. Others showcased a garden and a pet dog who was obviously a mutt, though there was nothing wrong with that. All dogs deserved a family, but if a person could afford a purebred, naturally, that’s what they’d choose. Since she and Jeremy had graduated from high school together, she’d be thirty years old, two years older than Olivia.
She struggled to understand the attraction. Though she acknowledged Brittany was pretty, she wasn’t any better looking than Olivia. Both Olivia’s parents had been attractive people, and she had inherited the best each had to offer. With her tall, willowy figure, skin that tanned easily and set off large blue eyes, and wavy, golden-blonde hair, she felt she’d won the genetic lottery. 
But she’d never been vain. She considered her looks a bonus, not her primary asset. To maximize their value, she’d always played sports, gotten manicures and pedicures, and kept her hair trimmed and shaped. Though she cared little for fashion and favored athleisure clothes, she made sure her wardrobe was fashionable and appropriate. She’d always been a healthy eater. While she knew her looks were partially responsible for her sizable Instagram following, apparently they weren’t enough to keep her husband.
When Jeremy had left for a week to visit his parents in Bedford, Virginia in early April, Olivia had been happy to be alone in the apartment. She was working—hard—on her thesis for her Master of Business Administration at the University of Toronto. Her husband moped and griped that she didn’t pay enough attention to him, which had annoyed her from the beginning. And since she’d begun working on her master’s degree, the drama ratcheted higher. Olivia, aiming for the highest grades in her graduating cohort, resented his neediness. Rather than allow her to study, he wanted to spend their weekends doing things together, like hiking or skiing. While she enjoyed being outdoors, those things ate her time. She’d felt suffocated since shortly after their honeymoon, and the tension had only escalated.
So she wasn’t devastated when he returned from Virginia and announced that he was leaving her for a former girlfriend and the mother of his child. In contrast to his former theatrics, he’d acted as though he was justifying a change of Wi-Fi providers, not wives. And while Olivia wasn’t heartbroken, his timing wasn’t ideal.
As she knocked back the last of the wine, she remembered him saying, “We both know you don’t need me, Olivia. You’ll bounce back and when you do, you’ll forget about me. Honestly, I think you’ll be happier on your own.”
He moved out the next day. It wasn’t fair. She’d been faithful to him. Anger and defiance stiffened her spine. Whatever. If he’d rather have “Trailer-Park Brittany,” fine. As the flight attendant made his way back down the aisle, she held up her glass. As he took it, she said, “I’ll have another, please.”
His face was impassive as he took her glass and nodded. Before he passed her the second pour, she’d skirted past Jeremy to the most destructive of the two blows she’d experienced and the one that had done the most damage. As her stomach knotted up at the memory, she forced herself to sip, not gulp her wine. Only hours before Jeremy returned, she’d gotten a letter from the Dean of Business Administration, informing her that the University Tribunal had voted unanimously to expel her from the MBA program for cheating. At age twenty-eight, her life plans were annihilated.
Couples split apart. While embarrassing, she would recover. Clearly, Jeremy had low standards. And yes, the marriage bored her. But how would she survive dismissal from a prestigious school? Her mom’s expected disappointment didn’t compare to her trepidation about reactions of her old friends in Raleigh. She’d be humiliated. After graduating from high school and college with honors … the fall would be steep and severe, her forehead branded forever with an invisible scarlet L, for loser. She emptied her glass. If word got out, her life was over.
Feeling the call, she unfolded her long legs for a trip to the plane’s lavatory. Once in the aisle, she locked eyes with a stunning man a few rows behind her. His glittering green eyes were capped with heavy black brows. Longish sandy brown waves, streaked with gold, framed his lean, tanned face. He returned Olivia’s gaze with an appraising one of his own, which distracted her from her predicament. 
On returning to her seat, Olivia sensed his eyes on her as she made her way past. Emboldened by the wine, she turned around to smile at him. As she’d suspected, his eyes were fixed on her, igniting her stomach with a flash of heat.
Olivia caught the flight attendant. “One more, please.” She shrugged and batted her lashes. “These glasses are small, you know.”
He told her that this was the last call. Before long, they would approach Charlotte. “Ugh!” Olivia thought, the hottie behind her forgotten.
This glass tasted like grape juice, helping it go down easy. Her thoughts turned to landing. First she’d call her mom, then go from there. Saving her reputation was her top priority. One way or another, she would figure out a way to rise from the ashes. No one from Raleigh, saving her mom, could discover her failure. She was glad her dad would never find out.
By the time the plane landed, Olivia had restored self-assurance. After three glasses of wine on an empty stomach, she’d forgotten why she’d been so worried. For Olivia, triumph was standard operating procedure. Nothing had changed that.
While waiting to exit the plane, she found herself locking eyes with that handsome devil behind her once more. She beamed a tipsy version of her 10,000-watt smile. As he passed her aisle on his way out, he winked at her. Delight bubbled up her abdominal cavity like champagne.
The young man beside her looked straight ahead, waiting for someone to allow him into the aisle. Feeling tolerant now that the trip was over, Olivia breathed into his ear, “I hope you enjoy your visit to the South, the land of hospitality.”
He didn’t turn around but acknowledged her statement by bobbing his head exactly once. Oh, well. She’d probably hurt his feelings earlier, but she’d made nice in the end.
Once inside the airport, Olivia headed to customs. While waiting in line, she pulled out her phone and hit her mom’s number.
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“A glass of chardonnay, please.”
The phone call made, customs dealt with, and baggage collected, Olivia settled her luggage into a back corner of one of the airport bars. It was two o’clock in the afternoon, and she didn’t expect her mom to arrive before four. With over two hours to kill, and too buzzed to concentrate on anything else, she decided one more glass of liquid courage would make the upcoming meeting easier. Besides, she told herself, if she didn’t have another glass, she’d have a raging headache when her mom showed up. And while she knew another drink wouldn’t stop the headache, it would postpone it.
Scrolling through her Instagram feed, she considered her mom’s likely reactions. She probably wouldn’t say much. She’d just look at Olivia with those gigantic eyes, taking in everything, while giving away nothing. Her lips curled up into an ironic half smile as she sipped her wine. 
“Hi there! Mind if I join you?”
She looked up. The soft-spoken masculine voice belonged to the pretty boy from the plane. She noticed two things. His teeth were perfect and so were his highlights. Were they bleached by the sun or by a bottle? She giggled. It didn’t matter. A knight in shining armor had arrived in her time of need.
Pulling her luggage closer, she swept her hand to the empty seat at her side. “Please do!”
He parked his suitcase beside hers. “I’m grabbing a beer. Do you need anything?”
“Nope, I’ve got everything I need right here.” She held up her wine.
Olivia loved to play guessing games when she met someone new. She studied him as he stood at the bar, deciding he likely had a glamourous career. With his build, hair, and face, he could be a model, an actor, or an athlete. Collecting his beer, he turned back to face her, and her gaze dropped to her napkin. A small smile played around her lips.
“What brings you to Charlotte?” He settled into his chair. His voice suggested a career in podcasting or perhaps music.
“I came to visit my mother in Whippoorwill Gap. It’s a little town up in the North Carolina mountains. Unless you’re a local, you’ve probably never heard of it.” She began to explain she only wanted to get the visit over with to move on to something more exciting. But she was interrupted when his IPA landed on the table with a thud.
“You’re kidding me! Whippoorwill Gap?! That’s exactly where I’m headed after I spend a few days in Charlotte.”
“Why are you going to Whippoorwill Gap?!” she asked, surprised.
He smiled again. “There are some decent ascents in the area I’d like to try out. I’m a pro-solo rock climber.” He peeled back the label on his bottle. “Do you know anything about the sport?”
Olivia shook her head. An athlete—of course, one of her first guesses. She stared into his striking forest-colored eyes. “I don’t”—she leaned her chin on her fist—“but do tell.”
He whipped a print copy of Rock Climbing Today from his backpack and turned to a well-marked article. There was a picture of him, alone, halfway up a nearly vertical cliff face, muscles taut. She looked at the caption beneath and temporarily lost her composure. For goodness’ sake—his name! She snorted. No way this could be real.
Looking up, she grinned. “Your name is Beau Foxx?”
He returned her grin with a mischievous slant of an eyebrow. “Is that surprising?”
Giving him a well-practiced, winsome gaze, she responded, “Well, beau means handsome in French, correct? Foxes are sly. I know the first part fits, but does the second?”
She’d knocked the ball into his court. What would he do with it?
He leaned back, practically glowing. For a second, she forgot to breathe. Then he adjusted his position. “I’d love to give you a chance to find out. How long will you be in Whippoorwill Gap? Should we get together?”
Perfect! She excelled at this game. On familiar territory, she raised her glass for a toast. “Sure, Beau Foxx. I’ll drink to that. I’m Olivia Howard, by the way. Soon to be Olivia Wood though.” She paused. “I’m headed for a divorce and I’m ready to party!”
He grinned conspiratorially as he tapped his bottle to her glass. “Well then, Olivia Wood, to your new life!”
Downing the rest of his beer, he stood. “I’m getting another. Can I get you another glass of …?”
“Chardonnay.” She quickly decided what the hell. She’d come this far … might as well ride this kite a little longer. “Yes, I would.”
Now she watched him more openly as he went back to the bar. His brown hiking pants fit perfectly; tanned muscular forearms extended beneath his sleeves. Jeremy was handsome, but this guy was bedazzling.
When he returned, he carried two packs of almonds in addition to the drinks. “Probably a good idea to have some nourishment with your wine.” He slid a pack over to her and opened one for himself.
“Tell me about rock climbing. I’ve never done that.” Olivia ate two almonds and pushed her packet aside. She knew she should eat something, but she didn’t feel hungry at all.
“I’m a professional solo climber. I have sponsors. El Capitan in Yosemite was a recent climb. Ever since they filmed Alex climbing it, it’s not a big deal anymore. But it’s required to prove your mettle. I’m here to take time off to rest up and contemplate future challenges. Whippoorwill Gap is perfect. I can hide out there and stay in practice. While the rock faces there aren’t too challenging, they’re new to me.”
“Well, if you’re hiding out, don’t let me distract you.” She grinned at him over her glass.
He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, but that’s exactly what I’d like you to do.” He tipped back his beer bottle, quickly draining its contents, and pushed back his chair.
“Where does your mom live?”
Olivia froze. What was the name of her mom’s shop? “It’s a used bookstore. … It’s named after a bird. Let me see … the Eagle Aerie? The Swallow’s Nest? No! It’s the Robin’s Nest. That’s the name.”
“The Robin’s Nest. Got it! Okay, I’ve got to run. It was nice talking with you, Olivia. And we will meet again!”
She gave him a sloppy smile. “To our nest … I mean next … meeting!”
He laughed out loud, then collected his bags and left her behind. Olivia swallowed the last of her wine and rocked to her feet. She glanced at her watch. Her mom should be here within an hour. It was time to head to the entrance.






  
  Chapter 2
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Olivia sounded unlike herself. “Hi, Mom. What’re you up to right now?” 
Out for a walk in Puckett’s Park with Walt that cool spring afternoon, Harper gave her phone an anxious squeeze. Her daughter Olivia rarely called in the daytime, and her voice held a strange lilt.
But not wanting to start anything, she forced herself to sound upbeat. “Today’s one of my days off, so I’m out taking a walk. Why? What’s up?”
“Oh. I hadn’t even thought you might be working. But I guess what you do is like a job.” Harper ignored the insult. Whether it was intentional or not, she didn’t want to argue. In the background, she heard an intercom announcement. “But that’s good.” Olivia’s speech slurred a bit. “Since you’re free, can you come pick me up at the airport in Charlotte?”
Harper stopped in the center of the path. “Charlotte? You mean Charlotte, North Carolina? When do you plan to get there?”
There was no need to see Olivia’s face; the eye roll was clear in her voice. “I’m here now, Mom. Can you come get me? I don’t know how long it will take you to get here, but I’ll wait.” She hiccupped. “I have nowhere else to go.”
Harper’s heart formed a dense knot as she sat down on a trailside boulder. Walt placed a hand on her shoulder, concern spreading over his face. She placed the phone on mute and asked him, “How long does it take to drive to Charlotte from here?”
“About two hours, depending on traffic. I’ll go with you.” He lowered his tall frame to join her on the rock.
She unmuted the phone. “I’ll meet you inside the main entrance in two and a half hours.”
Feeling apprehensive, she returned her phone to her jacket pocket. Harper considered Walt’s offer. While his solid presence and common sense would be a comfort, she shook her head. “No. I would love for you to come, but it might upset Olivia. Something’s wrong. It’s not like her to fly down here without letting me know ahead of time. Since she’s finishing up her MBA, I’m sure she’s got loads to do. I don’t understand why Jeremy isn’t with her. And why is she flying into Charlotte and not Raleigh? I’d expect her to go to Raleigh first, and stay with her friends, then rent a car to visit me later.”
Her brows clenched with worry; she sped along the trail toward her apartment. “Thanks, Walt, but it’s better if I go alone. But I’ll be in touch if I run into trouble.”
He nodded. “I’ll be there if you do. And I’ll let the others know where you’ve gone.”
As they reached the Robin’s Nest’s backdoor, Harper stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek before dashing inside to freshen up and grab her bag.
Ten minutes later, wearing a clean, long-sleeved, plum-colored tee shirt over her jeans, she was on her way to Interstate 77. Her slightly sweaty hands gripped the steering wheel in the ten-to-two-o’clock configuration she’d been taught in high school. Though Olivia found it hilarious, the habit had proven impossible to break.
Wanting to think, she kept the radio off. With the address for Charlotte Douglas International Airport plugged into her phone’s GPS, she zipped along in her extended-cab pickup, uneasy thoughts racing through her mind.
What would compel her sensible daughter to fly to Charlotte unannounced, in the middle of the week? Their roles had always been reversed. Daughter Olivia had rock-hard common sense, while Harper tended to be quiet, dreamy, and more unpredictable. She supposed that was why Olivia had been impatient and resisted her efforts to be motherly. No matter what she did; it was always wrong. Over a year had gone by since their last visit. And she had no time to prepare for this one, to make it special.
As she sped around a slow-moving white pickup truck, driven by a gray-haired man in a baseball cap, she barely missed an oncoming compact car whose driver laid on its horn. Forcing herself to take a deep breath, she told herself sternly, Calm down, Harper. Whatever it is, we’ll handle it.
To ease her mind, she wondered if Olivia had finished her degree work early and was surprising her with a visit to celebrate. But she discarded that notion when she remembered how her daughter’s voice had sounded. If Harper didn’t know Olivia better, she’d have suspected she was drunk or high.
For a split second, she wondered if Jeremy had been abusive. No. She forced her foot to ease off the gas pedal. No reason to expect the worst. She knew Jeremy was not a violent man. And she doubted Olivia would drink during the day. Though she’d always been an enthusiastic party girl, she’d never overdone substances. In fact, Olivia had often served as her friends’ designated driver.
She thought back to the sweet, peaceful child Olivia had been early on. Reflecting on it now, Harper realized kindergarten was when her daughter had abandoned her to become her father Tim’s little shadow. Nothing made Olivia happier than attending ball games with her dad. She’d also loved going to work with him on special occasions. Tim was astounded she’d never gotten bored in a corporate environment. He’d said with pride that before she could read or write, Olivia seemed to be planning for her future.
They’d enrolled her in a private prep school in Raleigh, where she’d graduated second in her class in both middle school and high school. It was a prestigious school, and the workload had been tough. But, Harper thought proudly, Olivia proved tougher, even though she carried a full-time extracurricular schedule in addition to academics: basketball, horseback riding, the debate team, honors society, and an insanely busy social life. 
In high school, dates and friends made time at home a rarity. Then, at college, she’d majored in finance and recreation at the University of Virginia. And now, with her MBA from the University of Toronto, Olivia’s career was ready to launch. The future was finally hers.
But for the past two years, Harper had been puzzled about something. Why had Olivia abandoned her adored father when he had contracted pancreatic cancer? She made no secret of her fury when Harper opted to care for him at home. But that didn’t explain why she refused to visit him during the last months he was alive. When she finally did come, Olivia had been too late to say goodbye. Harper knew that, unfairly, she was to blame for that in Olivia’s eyes, too.
She forced her thoughts back to the traffic. After leaving Raleigh to open her used bookstore, the Robin’s Nest, in Whippoorwill Gap, she had forgotten how hairy city traffic could be. As she drew closer to Charlotte on I-77, traffic escalated. Harper slammed her brakes to avoid rear-ending an eighteen-wheeler. At that point, she stopped ruminating to focus on the road.
As she took the right exit to the airport, her thoughts turned back to her daughter. Right now, Olivia should be finishing her coursework. Graduation was ten days away. Harper had planned to close the shop and fly to Toronto with Walt to attend the ceremony. 
As she pulled into a parking spot, her hands began to shake again. Attempting to reassure herself, she decided she was overthinking. But as she headed into the airport’s vast atrium, she took a deep breath, steeling herself for whatever waited inside. 






  
  Chapter 3
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Olivia settled onto a bench with a cup of black Starbucks coffee and a couple of ibuprofens she picked up from a kiosk. Taking pain relievers after so much wine might not be a good idea, but at this point, she didn’t care. No matter what she did, a headache was on its way and so was her mystifying mother, Harper Wood. Beau’s exit had punctured her inflated spirits. Reckoning still hovered ahead. She knocked back both pills without assistance, then sipped her coffee. 
While watching the crowd flow by, she munched a few more almonds from the pack Beau had given her. She’d last seen her mom, with Jeremy, Christmas before last—the one time they’d gotten together once since her dad’s funeral. She closed her eyes to blot out the painful memory but opened them again as her head began to swim.
Olivia had been flummoxed when her mom announced her intention to open that ridiculous bookstore in that poky town. But on their visit there, the town had impressed her despite her doubts. Whippoorwill Gap had been as quaint and charming as a postcard—at least on the surface. While she couldn’t expect authentic Middle Eastern food, the town might be tolerable, especially with Beau around. But there was no need to linger. The minute she figured out what to do, her life would be on an upward trajectory.
But until she traversed this rough patch, she needed her mom and never questioned that her mom would come through. Harper wasn’t the kind of mother to yell or lay on the guilt. And Olivia had no choice: where else could she stay until she figured things out? And who knows, if I play my cards right, I might get part of my inheritance early. She’d need to be clear that she didn’t expect a bailout. No, she’d make her own way.
While scanning the entrance, she spotted her mom’s profile as she stopped inside, looking about. With surprise she noted her mom’s clothes, so pedestrian they bordered on sloppy. Apparently she’d gained weight. And what on earth had happened to her hair? The last time Olivia had seen her, though the blonde was streaked with gray, at least it had been styled. Now it looked as though a kindergartener had gotten a variety of hair coloring kits and painted multicolored streaks on her wild, shoulder-length mane.
May as well get this over with … 
She stood, unsteady on her feet despite the coffee and nuts she’d consumed. Straightening her spine, she corralled her bags and wobbled to her mother.

      [image: ]Harper forgot to remove her dark sunglasses on entering the glass-domed atrium. But when a tall figure tottered toward her, she pulled them off to see Olivia. Judging from her walk, something must be wrong. 
She rushed to meet her. “Honey! What on earth …?” She swept her eyes over Olivia for wounds, casts, or anything to account for her slow and unsteady gait. As she got closer, the nauseating odor of undigested alcohol mixed with coffee assaulted her, solving the mystery.
“Hi Mom,” Olivia slurred, “Let’s go. I’ll tell you everything when we get to the car.”
Harper felt a small measure of relief. Her daughter seemed okay—physically, at least. But the fumes wafting from her left no doubt she was drunk, leaving Harper befuddled and apprehensive. To avoid a scene, she complied. “Hand over one of your bags.”
On the way to the truck, Olivia’s normally lithe, sure legs plodded forward like the smooth, immaculate pavement was filled with treacherous potholes. After Harper stopped for her daughter to catch up a second time, Olivia groused, “Can you slow down?” Harper scrutinized her daughter’s disheveled hair and glassy eyes. Good grief, she even has a stain on her jacket, likely spilled wine.
Once she had Olivia inside the truck with her bags stowed on the rear seats, Harper’s shoulders relaxed, until Olivia spoke again. 
“Well, this is certainly different. When did you get a truck?” 
Harper said nothing as she put the key in the ignition and locked the doors. Had Olivia forgotten she’d already told her about the truck? With the engine idling, she turned to her daughter, exasperated. “Olivia. What’s going on? Why did you show up unannounced, and why have you been drinking in the middle of the day? Out with it. Did something happen between you and Jeremy?”
In response, Olivia threw back her head and laughed before seamlessly shifting to sobs. Harper regarded her with fear as the tears turned to whimpers. She spoke with all the gentleness she could muster. “We’re not moving until you tell me what’s going on.”
Olivia wiped her eyes, smearing mascara on her shirt collar. “Okay. Fine. Prepare yourself for shock and awe. But first, could you turn on the air conditioner? I swear, it feels like Death Valley in here.”
Harper switched on the AC. The thermometer read sixty degrees outside, a little cool for this late April afternoon. But she reminded herself Olivia was used to Toronto’s colder climate now. Of course, the alcohol made things worse. They’d get to that later.
“Dear Jeremy.” Olivia released a disagreeable giggle that ended with a delicate snort. “My first-class, caring husband had a little secret, Mother Dear.” She stopped grinning as her voice became strained with each enunciated syllable. “Such a sweet story. Turns out, Jeremy has a seven-year-old daughter, back home, in Virginia.”
Her mother gaped. Yes, this was shocking, but her reaction seemed overblown, so Harper waited for the rest of the story.
“Of course, I knew nothing about this woman. Jeremy confessed he’s loved her from the time he first saw her, back in first grade. Her name is Brittany. But when they were in high school, she had a thing for his best friend, Chase. You remember Chase from our wedding? He was a groomsman—the tall, blond, cornfed-looking guy. Why Jeremy even invited him to our wedding is beyond me.
“Anyway, one night after a party during their junior year, Jeremy and Brittany hooked up. If you can believe anything she says, she got pregnant that ill-fated night. Chase, bless him, decided that he liked her too. Given the choice between them, she chose him over Jeremy. Kind of makes you wonder what kind of friend Chase was, don’t it? But then, hell, for all I know, Chase could be the kid’s real daddy.” She hiccupped. 
She looked at her hand and swallowed. “But none of that matters now. Can you believe he never told me about any of this? Not once. Not one peep did he make about having a child!” 
Harper picked her words with care. “Oh, Honey! I can understand why you’re upset. Of course, Jeremy should have told you he had a daughter before you married him. But that can’t be changed now. Maybe you can forgive him in time?”
“Oh, My Dear Mother. If only it were that simple. I will forgive him one fine day, I’m sure.” Her voice rose. “Although, you are right. I was entitled to know about that before I tied the knot of wedded bliss.”
Her voice lowered as she looked out the passenger window. “But the problem is, he’s left me for Brittany. First week of this month, he took a solo trip to his family. While he was there, he ran into Brittany—and realized she was still the love of his life. Turns out, Chase had left her. Apparently, she and little Hazel—that’s the kid’s name—have struggled ever since.”
She took a shaky breath. “Once she took him to meet the kid, well … you know how Jeremy is. Whatever he decides is the right damn thing is what he does. In this case, he decided he wants to be a father to young Hazel.” She hiccupped. “They are all moving to Maryland as we speak.”
Horror seized Harper’s heart as she perceived her daughter’s humiliation. “Oh Olivia! I’m sorry, Darling!” She reached over to give her daughter a hug, which Olivia stiffly allowed.
After inhaling a shaky breath, Harper put the truck in gear, moving into traffic, while casting about for something to help Olivia calm down. “We need to get on the road, but first, let’s find something to eat before we get too far down the highway. Restaurants get scarce after we leave the interstate.”
Olivia propped her head against the window and groaned. “No thanks. I couldn’t eat a thing. If I tried, I’d probably throw up.”
“How much did you drink?”
Olivia counted on her fingers. “Let’s see here … three glasses of wine on the plane, and two in an airport bar.” She burped. “Could be worse.”
Her mother bit her lip but lost the battle to keep quiet. “That’s way too much Olivia! Drinking doesn’t solve problems; it makes them worse. And you’ve never been a big drinker.” She shook her head. “You need something to eat. But we can wait until we’re out of Charlotte to stop.”
Rush hour, now in force, reduced traffic to a fitful creep. Harper forced herself to focus on their surroundings for the next thirty minutes before she spoke again.
“Regardless of the circumstances, I’m always happy to see you, Sweetheart. It’s been too long. But, even with your blow, I’m surprised you came today. Don’t you need to finish your master’s? Or did they let you take off time to finish it later? I planned to come up next weekend for your graduation. I’d hoped to surprise you.”
As Olivia’s silence stretched out, Harper wondered if she hadn’t heard. She was on the verge of asking again when Olivia gave a bitter growl. “There won’t be a graduation. I’ve been kicked out of school.”
Harper took her eyes off the road as Olivia covered her face with her hands and began breathing rapidly. “Can you pull over, Mom? Like right now? I’m going to be sick.”
Harper complied, quickly pulling over to the highway’s ample shoulder. She punched her emergency lights button and waited while a million cars buzzed past. Olivia regurgitated her stomach’s contents over the side railing. Reaching into the back seat, Harper grabbed the roll of paper towels and a bottle of water that she always carried for emergencies. Her daughter’s face resembled uncooked tofu when she crawled back in the truck. She sat still, a paper towel covering her face.
Miles later, Olivia took a sip of water, then spoke again. “Here’s what happened in school. I was upset about Jeremy, and I still had to get my thesis together—I haven’t been able to think, Mom. I decided to use ChatGPT to help me organize my thesis—just a little. It never occurred to me that doing that would count as cheating. I don’t even know how they found out. They must have God-like AI detectors or something. But the upshot is, they accused me of cheating and kicked me out of the program. I didn’t have a chance to really defend myself. It’s so unfair. All that work for nothing.” Her voice became a whimper. “I found out about the decision the day before yesterday.”
Something seemed off to Harper. She’d gotten similar feelings when Olivia explained something that could reflect poorly on her. But now was no time to argue. She decided to take her daughter at her word. “Well, that does seem harsh.”
Olivia rewarded her with a small smile. “Thanks Mom. It means a lot to me that you understand.”
Harper saw a sign listing a variety of fast-food restaurants. “You need to eat something, Olivia. What kind of food sounds good?”
Olivia clicked her tongue in impatience. “You’re going to make me eat, aren’t you?”
“Yes. I am. It will slow any alcohol left in your stomach, and it may help you feel better. If it makes you queasy, you can drink something instead—water, soda—anything non-alcoholic to rehydrate you. You’re going to have a horrible headache if you don’t.”
Olivia leaned back. “A biscuit. It’s hard to get a decent biscuit in Canada, and I’ve missed the ones Susan made. How about the Bodacious Biscuit? I haven’t been there in years.”
Harper thought back to the biscuits Susan, the family’s longtime housekeeper, used to make. Shaking her head, she said, “I’d be fine with that, but I think they close at two o’clock.” She glanced at the dash. “It’s five-thirty now. But we can swing by the next one and see if they’re open. Or, if you want to look it up on your phone, you’d save us time.”
“Let’s just stop when we come to one and see. People like to eat biscuits for dinner as much as breakfast. Look!” She pointed out the windshield. “There’s one at the next exit. There’s also a Taco City, a Mama’s Kitchen, and a Burger Barn. We can go to one of those if it’s closed.”
“Sure thing,” Harper said as she took the exit, while searching for Bodacious Biscuit’s yellow and blue sign.






  
  Chapter 4
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As Harper predicted, the Bodacious Biscuit had closed for the day. Olivia regarded the sign with indifference. “Burger Barn it is.” 
But as her mother swung around to circle the building, she perked up. “What’s that?”
“Where?” Harper asked.
“Slow down! Over by the dumpster. It’s a puppy!” Olivia pointed out the windshield. “Stop, Mom! It’s not wearing a collar. Let’s give it something to eat.”
Harper was firm. “Absolutely not! We’ve got enough to deal with already.”
Olivia turned on her. “How selfish can you get?! Giving that puppy something to eat won’t hurt us a bit.”
“Honestly, Olivia, for all we know that dog has rabies … it might even have fleas.”
Olivia snorted. “Rabies are worse than fleas, don’t you think?”
“What?”
“You said rabies before fleas like fleas were worse …” She gave an exasperated sigh. “Oh, good grief, never mind. You go in and get what you want,” she continued as they pulled into the Burger Barn’s parking lot. “I’m staying put.”
“Fine. What do you want me to get you?” She ignored Olivia’s dramatic sigh.
“I really don’t care, Mom. Just stay away from anything greasy. No burgers or fries for me. I can’t handle that right now.”
Harper headed into the restaurant while Olivia watched the little black, white, and tan dog sniff intently around the dumpster. The poor thing was much too thin, with ribs protruding from underneath its patchy coat. On
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