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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      When Harper Wilde walked through the front door of the Swashbuckler, all her friends cheered. It almost helped her forget that her mother hadn't called to wish her a happy birthday again that year.

      To make sure nothing ruined her twenty-fifth birthday, Harper Wilde planned every last detail herself. Despite its reputation, she picked the Swashbuckler, the sketchy bar in her neighbourhood, so all of her friends would be able to make it. It took almost a week, but she convinced the owner to let her do bottle service for the night so everyone could drink and have a good time without worrying about money. By the time she finished work, got dressed for a night out, and showed up at the bar, the place was packed with all of her friends.

      Olive broke free from the crowd and rushed over. Her purple hair fell in her face as she popped up onto her tiptoes to drape a pink ‘Birthday Girl’ sash over Harper’s head. It had been one of Harper’s stipulations not to have birthday signs and banners and balloons. Only Olive could get away with going against Harper’s rules. They were like sisters, and Olive always pushed the rules because she knew Harper would never hold it against her.

      “I’m going to let this slide, only because I know how much you hate being in this bar,” Harper said, wrapping an arm around Olive’s shoulders. Instinctively, Harper’s eyes scanned the long wooden bar at the back of the establishment. 

      A group of six men sat on the stools with their backs to the party that had grown since they arrived. Even in the dim lighting, Harper recognized the faces. They were the same men who hung around out front of the Swashbuckler, smoking cigarettes, and catcalling women who walked by.

      None of the people at the bar were Olive’s mom, Angelica. Harper would recognize her anywhere.

      As she double-checked, she spotted Levi strutting across the bar with a small plastic shot glass in one hand and a beer in the other. He stopped in front of her, his broad chest and shoulders blocking the view of the rest of her friends. She reached up, cupped his face between both of her palms, and smashed her lips against his.

      “Too much PDA for me,” Olive said with a laugh as she walked away.

      When they broke out of their kiss, Levi handed Harper the shot and the beer. He pushed his long, dark hair from his face and said, “Happy birthday, Harper.” He stood back and let her take the shot. 

      The shot of rum burned all the way down in a way that Harper loved. She would miss that feeling as she continued drinking, as all of her senses continued to dull. It was the only feeling she missed as she finished one drink after the other.

      “You know, you could have left something for us to do for you,” Levi said as Harper took a swig of her beer. “At least I could have made a cake.”

      Levi had offered to make the cake several times that week, but he’d also spent the week calling his sister and trying to organize things with his cousin to make sure that his parents, who had come down with pneumonia, were being taken care of. Harper didn’t want him to worry about her birthday party, and part of her worried that with everything going on with him, she would end up disappointed when he couldn’t find the time.

      “You look gorgeous,” Levi whispered the moment before her friends turned away from the mini dance floor they’d created by pushing tables aside and shouted happy birthday at her.

      Harper felt gorgeous. She’d picked out a black dress composed of mostly sheer lace that showed off the tattoos on her arms and legs. However, she’d made sure the opaque black fabric was long enough to cover the ink she’d done on her own upper thighs when learning to tattoo. No one needed to see the uneven lines of Morton Salt Girl or the blown out edges of the crying black heart she did the night she bought her first tattoo machine.

      “Why are you not shit-faced yet?” Noah asked as he rolled his wheelchair up next to her. He handed her a shot and said, “I expected you to be stumbling in here.”

      Harper took the tiny cup he gave her and tapped it against his before they both downed the amber liquid. Noah was one of the two people who owned Silver Sparrow Tattoos, the shop where she had become a professional tattoo artist. Noah and his sister-in-law, Maz, saw Harper drawing on the side of a building with a graffiti marker she found discarded in the alleyway. When she finished, Maz asked her if she ever thought about becoming a tattoo artist. Noah had folded his arms and said he didn’t care if she had or not, he could be her apprentice if she stopped graffitiing on the building they’d just bought. It had been Noah who brought her into Silver Sparrow Tattoos and got her out of working the three retail jobs she'd been struggling to maintain. Despite their differences and his lack of patience with her attitude, Noah helped shape her into the artist she had become. 

      Noah ran a hand over the top of his pale bald head and said, “Happy birthday, kid. If you wanna take the party up a notch, come find me.” He winked and tapped the breast pocket of his buffalo plaid shirt. 

      “Yeah, I don't think that's a great idea,” Levi said, putting a hand on Harper's waist. He hated when Harper and Noah had a little cocaine-laced fun. It reminded him too much of his oldest brother and the chaos that went along with it.

      When Levi turned to wave at someone calling his name, Harper winked at Noah and mouthed, “Later”. 

      When Levi turned back to Harper, she curled against him. He smelled of soap and a musky cologne. She appreciated the way she could lean into his massive frame and feel enveloped by him.

      “He really shouldn’t be getting so messed up when he has to go home to his kids,” Levi told her as they walked toward their friends. Levi always worried about the people in their lives. He worried about his parents, his sister, the brother he never saw, all of their co-workers, and friends. Unlike a lot of other people in her life, Levi wasn’t all hard edges. He had a soft side that drew her in.

      “You’re cute,” she whispered to him before turning to greet everyone. They raised their glasses at her and shouted another round of happy birthdays.

      When he slipped his arm around her waist, she reached over and planted a kiss on his smooth cheek. Harper couldn’t believe she had been lucky enough to find someone like him. A few people told her it wasn’t a good idea to date someone she worked with, the head piercer at Silver Sparrow Tattoos. She ignored them. 

      She knew things with Levi would be different. He was one of the few people in her life that understood all the things she’d been through and how they had formed her life. He didn’t take advantage of her flaws and only a few times nudged her to confront them. Then again, she had done the same for him, nudging him to stand up for himself more. All those years she worried she would never find a person like Levi, but there he was.

      Harper broke away from Levi the moment the first line of Push It by Salt-N-Pepa played from the jukebox. She grabbed Olive, pulling her friend to the middle of the bar to dance to their song. The two of them pushed their way into the middle of the friends to dance along to the song they had loved since they were kids.

      The first time she and Olive heard Push It, they were sitting out front of their five-story walk-up. Two guys were sitting on the hood of their car in the apartment parking lot, blasting the song. It was the middle of summer and their apartments were too hot to stand. Neither of their moms had money for an air conditioner and the stagnant air inside made it worse. They were talking about how they couldn’t wait to be old enough to get jobs, to get their own apartments, to make sure they could afford to stay cool when it was hot and stay warm when it was cold. Olive said they would move out, get places downtown and away from Green Bridge. Even at eleven years old, Harper doubted they would ever get out of their neighbourhood. She saw the way people in their neighbourhood lived and died there. She couldn’t see why they would be any different.

      Harper might not have gotten out of Green Bridge, but for the first time in her life, she had everything she needed. After her mom remarried and moved out of their neighbourhood, Harper found her own apartment, landed a solid job, and saved enough money that she could do something big with it. She might not have been wealthy, but at least she had an air conditioner.

      “Shots,” Noah shouted, as he maneuvered his wheelchair through the crowd with one hand, a bottle of tequila in the other, held up in the air for all to see. After filling everyone but Olive’s cup, he shouted over the music, “Birthday girl, before you do your shot, tell us the one thing you’re most excited for this year.”

      She wanted to tell them about her plans to bring in more clients for herself to Silver Sparrow Tattoos, to start saving to buy a house, and to start selling prints of her art online. Instead, she told them about her newest plan.

      “This year, I plan on actually taking my vacation time and travelling around South America for a month or so.” She beamed at the confession. A few of the faces were surprised, but a lot of them were happy for her. Harper had never been out of the province, let alone the country. With money in savings for the first time in her life, she wanted to see at least a little of the world.

      “To getting the hell out of Green Bridge,” Olive said, raising her cup of root beer. Everyone else raised their cup and shouted the same words into the bar. While she tossed her shot back, Harper noticed that one person hadn’t done the same thing. Levi stood still, staring at her.

      As she swallowed the warm liquid, Harper touched Levi’s arm. He didn’t look at her, so she moved into his line of sight and asked, “What’s wrong?”

      He forced a smile. His dark eyes were narrowed and wouldn’t meet hers. He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “Hey,” Harper said, no longer being cute about it. 

      Levi always avoided confrontation when he could, so she held onto his wrist and reminded him, “We don’t do this. We don’t pretend everything’s good when it’s not. So, what is it?”

      Before he could answer, Olive came up to them and said, “I’m gonna go. Sorry.”

      “What? I just got here.”

      Olive glanced toward the bar and Harper did too. Struggling to climb onto a bar stool near the end of the counter was Olive’s mother, Angelica. Her yellow dye job stood out against the bald heads and grey hair of the men around her. Her wobbly motions and loud demands were impossible to ignore.

      Any drama Harper had with her own mother paled in comparison to the things Olive went through with Angelica. Angelica was known by almost everyone in the building, often starting fights with the other tenants while intoxicated. Everyone avoided Angelica, and by extension her family, but not Harper.

      “I’ll get rid of her,” Harper said, clenching her fists. The plastic cup in her hand crumpled.

      Olive put herself between Harper and her mother. “Just leave her for now. Stay here. Focus on your party.” 

      “Are you sure?” Harper looked at Olive and said, “I wouldn’t mind a little face off with Angelica if it means you stay.” 

      Olive shrugged. “It won’t make things better. If she leaves now, she’ll end up finding somewhere sketchier to go. I’m gonna go though. Sorry.”

      Harper took the key from her tiny black purse and said, “Stay at my place, so you don’t have to deal with her when she gets home.”

      Olive shook her head. “It’s been a bad week. I should be there when she gets back.”

      Levi stepped forward. “We’ll walk you home.” 

      The apartment building where Harper and Olive grew up, where Olive still lived, sat only a block away from the Swashbuckler. 

      Olive gave them a sympathetic smile. “I’m going to grab my stuff and say goodbye. Meet you guys outside?”

      Harper turned back to Levi and said, “You going to tell me what’s going on?”

      “It can wait.”

      “No, let’s talk about it now.” She took his elbow and said, “Outside. Let’s talk while we wait for Olive.”

      Levi sighed and followed her out the door.

      Even though night had fallen, the temperature outside had risen, feeling more humid than during the day. 

      The sound of an engine coupled with the thumping of bass notes caused them to pause. Harper straightened. Levi put a hand on her waist and pushed her back into the doorway of the bar. They stood there, unmoving, as the car rolled by with its windows down. The man hanging out of the car window watched them as they passed, his skin so white it glowed in the green fluorescent light of the bar’s sign. 

      Levi took Harper’s arm and led her around the side of the Swashbuckler. The street light on that side of the bar had been broken, casting it into darkness.

      Harper leaned up against the brick of the building. It wasn’t enough to cool her, but it took the edge off. She noticed Levi didn’t come to her, but started awkwardly pacing. He moved back and forth on the sidewalk. The sound of glass and crumbling sidewalk crunched beneath his shoes.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, lifting her hair to get it off her sweating neck.

      Before Levi could answer, Harper’s phone began to ring in her pocket. She fished into her skirt and pulled it out. The screen was bright in the lack of light outside the bar, so she had to squint to see the name. Patricia Aetos. Her mother.

      Ten minutes before midnight and her mother finally remembered her birthday? Harper didn’t want to hear her excuses for not calling earlier. She didn’t want the night to have anything to do with her mother. Instead of accepting the call, Harper sent it to voicemail and turned her attention back to Levi.

      “What’s going on?” Harper asked Levi.

      “You’re going to travel around South America this year.” He didn’t ask, repeating her own statement from earlier back to her. There was tension in his jaw and in the way he moved without swinging his arms. 

      “Yeah,” Harper said. “I’m thinking this fall. Why are you upset? Did you want to come?”

      Levi stopped. “Do I want to come?”

      Harper raised an eyebrow. Did he not want to be included in her travel plans? He always said he wanted to see more of the world too. It had been meeting Levi that pushed her thoughts of travel to the forefront. After he finished college, he went to Europe with his sister and Japan with his ex-girlfriend. He had already ventured out and Harper wanted to catch up.

      “Do you not want to come?” Harper asked.

      He looked her in the eye finally. “You could have asked me.”

      “I’m asking you.”

      He threw his hands in the air. “I mean, before you made a plan. You didn’t think of including me. You made a plan without me.”

      Harper stood up from the wall and asked, “What is this? Am I supposed to ask your permission to travel?”

      “I just wanted you to talk to me before you started making all these plans,” he said. “Include me in your decisions for the future.” 

      She could see the fight in his eyes to stay calm. Growing up in a home with his brother’s addiction and rage, Levi had promised he wouldn’t shout at people, even though the urge got the better of him from time to time. 

      Harper shook her head. “That sounds like I need to ask you permission.”

      Levi let out a long exhale, tamping down the urge to shout. “Harper, I’m not telling you to ask permission, but we’ve been together for a year and a half. We’re supposed to be partners. These are things we should discuss. What if I had something in mind too and those things conflicted?”

      “Did you have something in mind?” Harper asked. She figured there must have been something he’d been planning if he was getting so worked up about where she wanted to travel to.

      “Yes!” he shouted. He inhaled, calming himself again, and said, “I had a thought, but I wanted to talk to you about it first. I wanted to have a discussion. As partners.”

      Harper rested herself against the wall again. “Well, what is it?”

      Levi shook his head and resumed pacing.

      Harper’s phone rang again. Again, she sent it to voicemail.

      “Spit it out,” she told him, sighing. “Just tell me what you’re thinking.”

      Levi grabbed his own phone from the back pocket of his jeans. He tapped aggressively on the screen. After a few swipes, he turned the screen toward her and said, “I saw this posting and I thought about asking your opinion on it.”

      Harper leaned in and looked at the post. The ad offered a townhouse for rent. Even before she looked at the address, she knew it wasn’t in their neighbourhood. No Green Bridge house had a lawn that manicured and a road without potholes the size of ponds. They definitely didn’t have wood fences that looked as new as the one in the picture.

      “You’re moving out of Green Bridge?”

      “It’s just on the other side of the bridge. It would take the same amount of time to get to Silver Sparrow every day for work, but it’s a safer neighbourhood.”

      She handed him the phone back. “What do you need a three-bedroom townhouse for?”

      “I thought we could use a three bedroom house.”

      The emphasis on ‘we’ made her stomach flip. Harper pressed herself against the rough bricks behind her. A house for her and Levi. He wanted her to move in. 

      “I have my own apartment,” Harper told him.

      Levi sighed like he’d been waiting for that conversation. “This place has a backyard. It has a full basement that you can turn into a studio or you can use one of the bedrooms.”

      “But I have a place.” Harper had worked too hard to get an apartment that met her needs. She couldn’t give up her place. What if Levi decided he didn’t want to live with her anymore? What if Harper got tired after work and couldn’t keep the apartment clean enough for him? What if he got bored with her or found someone he liked better? Harper couldn’t end up homeless. She couldn’t get tied into a lease with another person or worse, not have her name on a lease at all. 

      As much as Levi liked to pretend that people stayed together forever, like his parents, that everything would work out for them, Harper knew. She and her mother had lived in a car for six months after her father disappeared in the middle of the night. She watched as her mom, Patricia, struggled to find a place that would accept a twenty-two-year-old woman who had a six-year-old. 

      It wasn’t only about the apartment. When Harper’s dad left, Patricia’s whole life fell to pieces. She had no money, no stability, and no time to raise her daughter. Harper made one promise to herself growing up: It didn’t matter what she did or where she went, she wouldn’t turn out like Patricia Aetos.

      “I’m asking you to live with me, Harper,” Levi told her.

      Harper shook her head. 

      The hurt she caused flashed across his face. His mouth opened, as if he were going to speak, but then he closed it again. His eyes and nose scrunched together. When she pushed off the wall again, reaching for him, he turned away and mumbled under his breath, “Don’t.”

      Harper wanted him to understand. Of all people, Levi should know how hard she worked to create what she had. Too many times in her life, Harper had been left with nothing. She refused to be left with nothing again.

      He stopped pacing and turned to her.

      He took a deep breath and said, “I’m done.”

      “What?”

      Levi ran his hands over his head and pulled at the long strands of his thick hair. He took a second before speaking again. “I want a partner, Harper. I want someone that values my opinion and wants to discuss the future together. I want someone who can actually see us for the long haul, not someone expecting it’ll fall apart.”

      She couldn’t believe it. “You’re dumping me.”

      He was breaking up with her. Levi was breaking up with her. On her birthday.

      “Fuck. I guess I am.”

      Harper folded her arms across her chest. “Are you sure? Because if you break up with me now, I’m not going to take you back.”

      Levi’s chin trembled. “I figured as much.”

      Harper could feel the tears stinging her eyes. She couldn’t catch her breath, but she didn’t want him to see that. She needed to get away before she began to sob. He didn’t get to see her at her most vulnerable; He wasn’t her boyfriend anymore.

      Harper turned on her heel in the direction of her apartment, but before she could take a step, Levi grabbed her.

      “It’s not safe. Let me grab my stuff.”

      “I can take care of myself,” she said, ripping her arm from his grasp.

      Olive called to them. When Harper called back, Olive rushed around the side of the bar, her purple hair bouncing in all directions. She didn’t seem to notice the tension. She thrust her phone at Harper and said, “You gotta take this. It’s your mom.”

      Patricia had called Olive, and that didn’t sit right with her. Harper wanted to push it away, but Levi and Olive stared at her.

      At least, Harper thought as she took the phone, her mother remembered her birthday this year. Would this be the year she at least apologized? 

      “Hello?” she said into the phone, turning her back on Olive and Levi. 

      “Where are you?” 

      “Swashbuckler.”

      “That’s disgusting,” her mother spat into the phone. “I’m coming to get you.”

      “What? No. Why?”

      “Your father, Henry. He died.”

      Harper knew very little about her father, but she had always figured the next time she would hear anything about the man would be when he’d died. Henry Wilde had made a point of removing himself from her and Patricia’s lives without leaving a trace behind. She wasn’t at all surprised by the call.

      “I’ll come by tomorrow and we can talk about it,” Harper said, even though she wouldn’t follow through. She had bigger things to deal with than the death of a stranger.

      “No,” her mother shouted into the phone. “It’s not about Henry. It’s about the kids.”

      “What?”

      “Kids, Harper. Your dad had kids.”
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      “So, remind me again why I’m here and why you thought this was a good idea,” Harper said as she drove her mom’s black SUV into the parking lot of the Social Services building downtown. 

      Multiple times, Harper told her mother to stay behind, that she didn’t need the company, but Patricia wouldn’t let it go. According to her, she needed to be there. Patricia was being so awkward about the whole thing that Harper agreed that they could go together, only if she was the one to drive. Patricia had a habit of getting distracted while on the road and the emotional state she was in meant it was safer with Harper behind the wheel.

      “You spent your entire childhood begging me for a sibling and now that you have two, you don’t want to meet them?” Patricia scoffed as she unhooked her seat belt, even though Harper hadn’t finished pulling into the parking space.

      Harper spent her childhood wanting a sibling because Patricia was gone all the time. As a child, Harper assumed her loneliness could only be cured by siblings, the way it had been for other people.

      “I wanted to grow up with siblings, not find out about them when I’m twenty-five,” Harper told her mother as she shifted the vehicle into park.

      “These are your father’s children. We can’t just leave them.”

      Harper gripped the steering wheel tighter. “Why not? Henry had no trouble leaving us behind.”

      It made Harper uncomfortable that her mother was the one wanting to jump in and rescue the children. Out of the two of them, Patricia seemed to grieve his departure more. Her plan to be a stay-at-home mom came to an end. She cried every day for weeks that all her plans for the future were crushed. She’d put her trust into Henry and when he left, she had to restart from scratch with a child who consumed her time and that couldn’t afford to care for.

      It made no sense to Harper that Patricia would want to do something for the man that crushed her so badly.

      There were only two cars in the parking lot of the building. The social worker had told Patricia that they would have to be escorted to her office by security, since it was outside of standard business hours. Harper figured the two cars in the lot belonged to the security guard and the social worker.

      They walked to the front steps of the beige building named Vale Social Service Centre. It seemed small compared to the skyscrapers all around it. There were luxury condos everywhere, some right next to Social Services and across from the food bank where people lined up all week long, hoping to get something to feed themselves and their families. At least in Green Bridge, Harper’s neighbourhood, the majority of her neighbours were dealing with the same struggles. She didn’t have rich neighbours looking down on her.

      On the other side of the glass doors, the security guard stood from his desk and made his way over to let them in. Harper watched as Patricia reached out to shake the man’s hand and tell him how grateful she was that he could open the doors for them that morning.

      Harper had become used to Patricia’s uncharacteristic displays of kindness since she moved in with the man that had become her husband. Roger came from money and had made his own money, and Patricia had started putting on a show that made people believe that she, too, came from money and hadn’t lived in her car at one point in her life. 

      That morning, Patricia showed up wearing a cream-coloured pantsuit with a navy button-up shirt, buttoned all the way to her neck. She had fixed her hair into a tight bun and kept her make-up conservative, with only a light foundation and mascara.

      Harper hadn’t washed her make-up off the night before.

      The security guard, a fragile looking white man in his seventies, took them to the elevator. His eyes tracked Harper’s every move. It wasn’t the first time Harper experienced those types of stares. Even in her own neighbourhood, her visible tattoos and the silver ring in her nose rubbed some people, often the older generation, the wrong way. They thought she was up to no good.

      The elevator doors opened on a floor full of cubicles and a sign that said Family and Children’s Services. Fluorescent lights illuminated everything in an intense white. They walked along one of the rows. Each space was small, with one chair behind a desk and two or three chairs on the opposite side. Most of the cubicles had desktop computers and paperwork on almost every surface.

      “Beatriz?” the security guard called out from ahead of them. 

      A small woman with dark curls popped out from behind one of the cubicle walls. She was wearing a blue knit sweater with pink hearts and a pair of dark wash jeans. She looked like someone Olive might have one of her university classes with, not a social worker. Harper doubted the woman was even as old as she was. 

      It did explain her late night phone call and weekend meeting. She had the appearance of the young, go-getter type. Her desire to do the right thing and ‘be the change’ hadn’t been ground down by years of civil servant work. Harper had seen social workers and volunteers like her on and off throughout her life. Eventually, they stopped smiling all the time and put in the bare minimum like everyone else.

      “Hi! Come in,” Beatriz said, waving at them to follow her. She turned to the security guard and told him she would bring them down when their meeting ended. Harper hung back, letting Beatriz and her mother enter the cubicle first. 

      “I’m so sorry to drag you all the way downtown on a Saturday,” Beatriz told them as she began typing on her ancient looking keyboard. At one time, it must have been white or beige, but it had yellowed with time. “If it wasn’t an emergency, I would have waited until Monday.”

      “What’s the emergency? I thought Henry Wilde died like two weeks ago,” Harper said. 

      When Patricia had picked her up, she’d filled Harper in on the details. Henry had died while evading the police sixteen days before. He had been stealing cars for some organized crime group, according to reports. It hadn’t been his first offence.

      Harper asked if he had been a criminal when he and Patricia were together, but didn’t get a response.

      Patricia also let her know he had two children, but there was no mention of a mother in their lives. Patricia assumed their mother had been dealing with some substance abuse issues and implied that Henry might have been as well, but it seemed like speculation. Patricia had no proof. What wasn’t speculation; The children were in foster care and for some reason, her mother wanted to pull them out. Despite Harper’s interrogation on the drive, she hadn’t been given a satisfying answer as to why.

      Beatriz opened a manila folder on her desk. There were what looked to be forms stacked on top of other forms. From where she sat, Harper couldn’t see what any of them said.

      “We’ve been trying to track you down, Miss Wilde, since your father’s passing.” Beatriz may have looked young, but her tone and word choices were professional, like she’d been working in the industry for decades. 

      Harper remembered the way the social workers spoke when she was taken into the foster system at six. At the time, she thought everyone working on her case was so old and wise. Sitting in that office years later, it occurred to her that the person handling her case could have been only in their early twenties. 

      “How did you track me down?” Harper asked. “And why?”

      It couldn’t have been Henry’s idea to bring the children into her life. Once he left, he never returned. He didn’t send cards or call on her birthday. He decided he didn’t want to be a family man, or at least that’s what Harper assumed.

      Finding out he had a whole family made it harder to justify though.

      “How much do you know about your father’s family?” Beatriz asked.

      Harper cringed at the term. “Let’s just call him Henry from here on out, okay?” 

      “Yes, Henry. How much do you know about Henry’s family? His parents.”

      Patricia sat up straighter. “His parents were alcoholics who routinely beat their children. Henry’s brother, Harry, has been in and out of prison since he was fourteen years old.”

      Beatriz nodded. “He is currently incarcerated. The children’s maternal grandparents are in Texas, but they have advised that they are uninterested in reunification. They do not know the whereabouts of their daughter, but she previously gave up parental rights.”

      They had no other family. Harper understood that. While her mother had been working or taking night classes, no aunts or uncles, and no grandparents, stepped up to help. They were all so angry at Patricia for getting pregnant at fifteen that they wrote Harper off as well. The older Harper got and the more she heard about both sides of the family, the less she longed for that connection.

      “You’re aware that I haven’t seen or heard from my father in almost twenty years, right?” Harper mentioned. “I don’t know what you want me to do.”

      Beatriz sat forward. Her massive brown eyes bore right into Harper’s. “We were hoping to discuss your willingness to become a guardian of Frances and Edward Wilde.”

      A loud laugh escaped Harper. Why would they ask her, of all people, to take on guardianship of children she had never met? She wasn’t a qualified foster parent. She didn’t even know how to change a dirty diaper. Other than Noah and his family, she didn’t know any children.

      It took her a moment to realize that Beatriz and Patricia weren’t laughing, but staring at her.

      “You’re not joking?” Harper asked, looking between them. “You want me to take care of two kids? Like, just give up my life for two absolute strangers?”

      “They are your half siblings,” Patricia said, her tone scolding.

      Harper wanted to ask her if she was joking. Her mother made it very clear that having a child had gotten in the way of living her life. It only made sense that Harper wouldn’t make the same mistakes she had.

      Harper stared at her mother. “Yeah, two kids that Henry made sure I didn’t get to know. You want me to take two strangers? That’s not going to happen. If Henry wanted me in their lives, he could have given me a call before he kicked it.”

      “Harper,” her mother scolded again.

      Harper expected a reaction from the social worker over her comment. She didn’t get one.

      Beatriz, with her composed expression, asked, “At this time, placing the eldest in a different household is our top priority.” 

      Harper and Patricia’s heads snapped in her direction.

      “Just the daughter? What do you mean? Separating them?” Harper asked. “Why would you separate them?”

      She might not have siblings to understand that bond, Harper couldn’t imagine what would have happened to her if she and Olive hadn’t found each other. They had become a pair. They were as close as siblings, and even though she’d never said it out loud, Harper couldn’t imagine having made it to adulthood without her. If they had been separated, she definitely wouldn’t have.

      The social worker shifted in her seat. “At this time, the children are in emergency care. This is a short-term solution and these families aren’t equipped to take the children in the long term. We’ve been able to place Edward in a long-term foster home next week.”

      “What about the other one? The girl?” Harper asked. It had been terrifying going into a foster home alone. No one knew her. No one understood her or where she came from. They had treated her like an outsider, because that’s what she was. It had been Harper against the world with no one who knew what she’d been through. It might have been different if she had someone, anyone, to go through it with.

      “The only placement we can find for Frances at this time is a group home.”

      Harper exhaled. Even though she’d never been old enough to end up in one, there were rumours about group homes. There were stories about bullying, abuse, and worse. She shook her head. “You have to have some other option.”

      Beatriz looked at Harper. “We’re hoping we do.”

      The idea that Harper had the time or the resources to take in two children seemed far-fetched. There were too many things she needed to do. There were already plans in place for the future, like her trip. Her apartment didn’t have the space for two extra bodies. Her schedule didn’t have the availability. Between her social life, her job, and Levi…

      In the chaos, she’d forgotten how she and Levi left things. It should have been a dream, not a nightmare. She swallowed and gave her head a shake. Getting consumed by thoughts of Levi dumping her would not help the situation.

      “Keeping families together is always our first option,” Beatriz said. “Our main priority.”

      “And we can help,” Patricia said, reaching out to touch Harper’s arm. “Roger and I can help.”

      Laughed bubbled up in Harper’s throat, but she’d learned from the previous outburst to choke it down. Had her mother said that to look good in front of the social worker?

      She’s be on her own to take care of those kids. What would Harper do with two children? Or even one?

      Leaving one of the kids in a group home, that seemed like the worst possible option. The girl wouldn’t have her own room, her own space. They would take her away from her brother and leave her with nothing. Harper couldn’t take on that responsibility, but why would they think that’s the right thing to do to a child?

      “What if Roger and I apply to foster them? Is that possible?” Patricia asked.

      Harper stared at her mother in disbelief. Patricia had never wanted a child yet she wanted to take on the two children of her estranged ex-husband?

      “You’re serious?” Harper tilted her head, waiting for the punchline, waiting for Patricia to back peddle. “Why would you do that?”

      “I’m not
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