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TO NATHAN,
my loving husband and real-life Noah
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1
TODAY WAS GOING TO BE A GOOD DAY—I could feel it.
The crisp November air danced across my cheeks as I stepped out of my building and onto West 72nd Street. It was a clear autumn day in New York City. Not a single threatening cloud hovered in the brilliant, periwinkle-blue sky above. A few bright yellow leaves greeted me as they fluttered through the air, as if they’d waited until my daily morning doorstep appearance to begin their descent to the street below. I breathed in deep, letting the air touch every inch of my lungs.
I turned left and headed toward Central Park West, my normal spot for hailing a cab, like a dancer falling into formation on a busy stage. The undeniable hustle and bustle of the city was something I didn’t tire of, even after a decade.
My taxi ride to work never took too long—twenty minutes or so. Today was no different. Central Park, boasting an army of golden trees, zipped by on my left as we made our way downtown. Soon, the park disappeared in favor of art deco–inspired office buildings, busy breakfast spots, and teensy bodegas.
Before I knew it, we’d pulled up to a quiet corner of the West Village, an avenue block away from It’s A Grind, my regular coffee shop and my very favorite street to walk down.
“This is good here,” I told the driver.
I emerged from the cab and began down the secluded street lined with an assortment of well-maintained brownstones, each complete with potted flowers hanging below every window. I sneakily peeked in as I walked by, curious about the fortunate souls who got to have their own homey slice of Manhattan away from the craziness of the city, yet right in the middle of it all the same.
One day, I thought wistfully.
The moment I flung the door open to the coffee shop, the scent of strong espresso, freshly baked croissants, and ground cinnamon hit me. As did a smile from the barista who happened to look quite a bit like James Dean.
“Jane,” he sang.
“Hey, Declan,” I replied, a wave of warmth spreading across my cheeks. I could never tell if he was flirting or if he was just being friendly—mostly because in my twenty-nine years on the planet, I’d never been one to receive much attention from guys. Seeing as how my nose had been firmly planted in a book throughout my teen years, flirting was still somewhat of a foreign language for me. But maybe after all these years, New York had finally molded me into the kind of girl baristas flirted with.
“The usual?” he asked.
I nodded.
“You look nice today. You do something different with your hair?”
I reached up to pet my mocha-brown, shoulder-length hair, self-conscious and flattered all at once. Certainly this counted as flirting . . . right?
“Looks nice.” He glanced back down at his computer, then said, “You’re good.”
“What do you mean?”
He winked. “It’s on the house today.”
“Wow . . . thank you.”
“Don’t mention it. Have a good one.” He flashed that movie-star smile again.
I stepped out and continued my journey to the office with a hop in my step. I was, after all, not only in the greatest city in the world but the city that made greatness. Being here meant that your life was bound to amount to something great.
This was the belief I’d held on to in my years since arriving, the belief that many other transplants who had moved to the city with a suitcase and a dream ascribed to. Like the finance guy who stood next to me on the corner of Greenwich Street, no doubt on his way to an important meeting down in FiDi. Or like the young, wide-eyed college student on her way to class, who crossed the street with the same uncertainty and wonder that I had at her age. Or like the barista who’d just served me, who probably had an audition after his shift, having moved to the city to chase stardom.
Or like me, the small-town girl who couldn’t wait to leave her hometown, who was on her way to the job that wasn’t just a dream job anymore.
Yes, today was going to be a good day.
[image: ]
Carmichael Publishing House sat in the heart of the Village on Seventh Avenue, its bright red bricks and sparkling clean arched windows standing out as a beacon of ambition. Carmichael was known for its slew of New York Times bestsellers, for its ability to produce authors whose careers spanned multiple decades, and for its growing collection of celebrity memoirs. It was the publisher to work for, and I was one of the lucky ones who belonged there—my keycard made it official.
I whirled through the lobby and pushed the elevator button for the top floor, the fifteenth, where I’d be meeting with my editor, Alexandria, and Olivia Carter, a twenty-five-year-old pop sensation known for her incredibly catchy music and quickly expanding romantic history with a succession of actors—famous enough that she was simply referred to by the public as Liv. In the last couple of years, Liv had easily become the It Girl to watch, a new kid on the block who had caught the attention of the entire country seemingly overnight, and I’d been entrusted with ghostwriting a book for her.
This was hardly my first job of the sort. Throughout the seven years I’d been working as a freelance writer for Carmichael since graduating from Hamilton College, a tiny, private university at the northern tip of the city that I had been lucky enough to get a full scholarship to, I’d become their go-to ghostwriter, working on my fair share of memoirs for their celebrity clients. But Liv was undoubtedly my most high-profile client yet.
My heart beat faster as I made my way to the corner office—the one with the impressive windows where we held our meetings with celebrity clients. I shrugged off my trench coat, smoothed my ivory silk blouse down, took a deep breath, and entered the room.
Liv was perhaps even more stunning in person than she was in the paparazzi photos that splashed across most tabloid covers and her carefully curated Instagram feed. Her sleek, warm copper-red hair cascaded down her back and framed her heart-shaped face and catlike bright green eyes.
This Grammy Award–winning singer sat across from me, a real flesh-and-blood human being, and I could hardly comprehend it. She stared at me, offering her famous smile. “It’s lovely to meet you . . .”
I helped her out. “Jane,” I said.
“Jane,” she repeated. I rubbed my palm on my leg before extending my still-clammy hand. She took it, her small, delicate hand almost totally enveloped by my average-sized one.
“You’ll be working with Jane over the coming months as you two craft your book,” Alexandria said. “It’s important to us here at Carmichael that we capture your voice and tell your story the way you want it to be told. And I have to say, you’re in great hands with Jane.”
Liv simply smiled. An awkward silence swept through the room. Normally, the celebrities we met with were a bit more vocal.
Before I could jump in, Alexandria did. “So, Liv—it’s okay if I call you that?”
“’Course.” She shrugged genially. “It’s my name.”
I grinned. For all the attention thrown at her over the past couple of years, she was still likable—kind, even.
“Great,” Alexandria said. “So, let me ask you something. What story do you want to tell, Liv?”
Liv’s chin jerked back ever so slightly as her smile dropped, as if caught off-guard by the question. She bit her lip and stared blankly at Alexandria before shifting her eyes toward the ceiling. “My story . . .” she said slowly, as if wondering if she’d give the right answer.
“Right,” Alexandria said, “and Jane will assist you in getting that story onto paper. But let’s talk about the themes your book will explore. What do you want to say with this book?”
Liv stared up again at the same spot on the ceiling. I uncrossed my legs and switched them. Alexandria’s gaze flitted to me for a split second, so quickly that I couldn’t quite decipher what her eyes had intended to say.
“Well . . .” Liv started. Alexandria and I leaned in simultaneously. “I guess I want to say that . . .” The ensuing pause felt like the moment between the end of one episode that ended on a cliffhanger and the beginning of the next one. We sat there, eyes fixed on the beautiful young pop star in front of us, awaiting her next word.
“I guess I want to say that, um, finding your purpose is important.” With a little smile she tore her gaze away from her spot on the ceiling.
“Okay, good.” Alexandria nodded. “That’s good.”
“You know,” Liv continued, “I found what makes me happy. And I think that everyone should do what makes them happy.”
“That’s an incredible thought, Liv,” Alexandria said. She darted a look at me, beckoning me to join in.
“Yes, that’s so needed,” I said. “Thank you so much for sharing that, Liv.”
It wasn’t the deepest answer, but that was okay. I’d find a way to add depth to it. I’d make her thoughts sound more fleshed out, lengthy, inspiring—that was my job, after all.
Liv beamed and shrugged, humbly accepting our praise.
“So, when do you start writing it?” she asked.
Alexandria launched into her speech, the one I’d heard delivered to every client I’d worked with before. Liv and I would have regular video calls over the next couple of weeks. I would come with questions prepared, record the conversation, and craft her words into a fifty-thousand-word raw, authentic memoir. The design team would soon begin the process of cover design, and the marketing team would waste no time putting together an extensive plan. And voilà—Liv would not only be a singer and a songwriter but also an author in no time.
I tuned out while Alexandria and Liv covered the next steps of the project, smiling and nodding every now and then but allowing my mind to wander elsewhere.
I was used to writing books for people who either didn’t want to write their own book or didn’t have the skills or the time to. I was used to working behind the scenes. But somehow, everything felt different today. Liv seemed lovely by all accounts, but I couldn’t ignore the odd feeling taking root in my chest. What was it? Annoyance? No, it was more than that. Disillusionment?
Just a couple of years ago, it would have felt like the opportunity of a lifetime to rub shoulders with and write for someone of Liv’s caliber. Why wasn’t I ecstatic about writing a book for one of the most famous pop singers in the country? What had changed between just an hour ago and now?
I caught hold of one of the thoughts racing through my mind, inspecting it. It had nothing to do with Liv or what she’d said. I would gladly locate the central themes and explore them with, or for, Liv. I would mold her thoughts into the best words possible and lend some of my own when necessary. Nothing I hadn’t done before.
But here I was, writing a book for someone else, again. My name wouldn’t be on it, and the ideas I was truly passionate about wouldn’t be in it.
I took a sip of my drink. The coffee warmed my chest, bringing me back to the present, back to what was happening right in front of me.
I had signed up for this. It couldn’t matter to me whose name would be on the book when it hit shelves a year from now, the remarkably speedy turnaround time I had grown used to working with for celebrity memoirs, or when it inevitably hit every bestseller list, all thanks to Liv’s notoriety. What had to matter was that, in the loosest sense, my words were being read by countless people, even if they didn’t know it. Even if they never knew my name at all. I had to be okay with that.
The meeting wrapped up, and we walked Liv to the elevator to say our goodbyes.
“Thanks, ladies!” Liv waved. “I can’t wait to get started on it.” The moment she vanished, Alexandria strutted off toward her office.
“Hey, Alexan—”
She spun around. “Yep?”
My heart crept its way up to my throat. I swallowed it down just as quickly. I wouldn’t let this moment pass. “Did you get a chance to look at my manuscript?” I’d floated the idea of publishing a novel a few times in my years working with Carmichael. It wasn’t typical for publishers to take a novel from an employee, which, despite technically being a freelance writer, I wasn’t far from with how frequently they’d used me. But Alexandria had hinted a few times that I might be the exception to the rule.
“I sent it to you last Monday,” I reminded her.
Her eyes flickered from me to Liv’s contract in her hands and back up to me. Her mouth opened, but no sound came out.
“You know, for my novel . . .” The words tasted of embarrassment as they came out. My cheeks burned, no doubt stained bright red.
“Right,” she said, her eyebrows flashing up. “It’s been the craziest few days, Jane, but I promise I’ll get to it by the end of next week.”
Before I could get another word out, Alexandria disappeared into her office and shut the door.
I allowed a few moments to pass before summoning an elevator to take me to the bottom floor common work area with a café, potted plants, and leather armchairs. Freelancing meant I didn’t have my own office at Carmichael, so the city was my office. I’d refused to work in my apartment ever since the pandemic ended and coffee shops, my preferred workspace, opened back up.
I settled at my favorite chair in the corner by the window, popping in my earbuds and pulling out my laptop. I’d spent many an afternoon gazing out at passersby as my mind searched for the perfect word. The city street just beyond the glass had acted as a never-ending source of inspiration.
Today, though, the window wasn’t working its magic. My chest was tight, my stomach upset. Everything felt . . . different. Off. Wrong.
I was living the life I’d always dreamed of. The one I’d yearned for as I lay night after night in my twin bed back in Colorado, wondering if I would ever matter. I’d gotten exactly what I wanted too—the life I envisioned that meant my life meant something. I’d left Avila Falls, the tiny mountain town with a population size to match, for a city where I would matter. I wrote books for a living. My words were read by more people than I could possibly imagine, and I was getting paid for it.
So now that I had it, why didn’t it feel like I’d thought it would? Why wasn’t I satisfied?
Quit sulking, Jane. Any other girl would be elated.
I flipped open my laptop. It flickered to life, revealing the last tab I’d visited yesterday: my manuscript. The coming-of-age novel I’d poured every second of my spare time into for the last year. All fifty thousand words of it.
I closed the tab. My phone buzzed. Agnes.
Hey! Are you still coming out for drinks tonight?
I’d completely forgotten that I’d promised to meet up with Agnes and Mara, the two friends I still had from my Hamilton College days.
Everything in me wanted to say no, to dash home as soon as I’d finished researching Liv, jotting down notes, and responding to emails, and to spend the evening safe within the confines of my apartment. But I knew that would mean being all alone with my thoughts. And that was the last thing I needed. Getting out would be good for me . . . right?
Yeah! I’ll see you then.
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MY TAXI PULLED UP to a busy corner on Lexington Avenue. Nestled in between various skyscrapers sat Afterlife, the swanky cocktail lounge that Agnes and Mara, always ones to seek out the newest spots, had chosen to meet at.
Through its sparkling clean windows, I spotted the warm twinkle of flickering candles, beckoning me inside. After scanning the menu on the way over, I’d settled on getting a glass of pinot noir and calling it a night. Otherwise, I’d end up spending a small fortune.
Of course, Agnes’s career as a successful model and Mara’s work as a young, hungry lawyer made it so that a place like Afterlife was well within their budget. For me, not quite so much. While my yearly income wasn’t anything to scoff at—at least double what my parents made growing up—I somehow found myself consistently living paycheck to paycheck.
I paid the fare and stepped out onto the lively street. Glancing about as the chilly city air swirled around me, I caught a glimpse of the Chrysler Building, radiant and glowing, just up the avenue.
The door to Afterlife flew open and out poured an intriguing mixture of jazz and electronic music, the distinct scent of Angostura bitters, and a throng of young women in designer dresses and red-bottomed high heels, followed by a crew of finance guys doused in their finest colognes. I dodged them as they romped past me, caught the door before it closed, and scuttled inside.
I blinked, my vision slowly but surely adjusting to the remarkably low ambient lighting, the kind of lighting meant to make anyone cast in its forgiving, shadowy guise ten times more beautiful and mysterious.
A round, elaborate bar stood in the middle of the room, stocked only with top-shelf spirits. A Renaissance-inspired mural stretched across the ceiling. Large, deliberately worn vintage French area rugs covered the dark wood floors. Rich, luxurious red velvet booths lined the walls, each complete with a small antique chandelier dangling from above. I couldn’t help but notice the bartenders dashing around whose uniforms bore a striking resemblance to my own getup.
I glanced down at my admittedly simple outfit, suddenly self-conscious and wishing I’d brought a change of trendy clothes to work with me. Make no mistake—my Ralph Lauren blouse and Burberry trench coat had made quite the dent in my credit card bill. But they still weren’t exactly suited to an establishment like this one.
A waitress waltzed past me, holding a tray full of stunning cocktails and small bites that looked more like pieces of art than food and beverages.
Out of the corner of my eye, I caught Agnes’s hand waving me over to their booth toward the back. I weaved my way through the crowd, ducking past various groups of posh folks.
“There you are!” Agnes exclaimed. She shimmied out, giving me a tight hug that left a cloud of Gucci Flora hanging in the air. Mara’s embrace quickly followed.
“We already ordered a drink for you.” Mara spoke at a volume just above normal to compete with the music. She gestured to a beautiful, shimmery pink beverage sitting on the table.
“Oh, you shouldn’t have,” I said, flashing a quick smile as I sat down.
There go twenty dollars, I thought. But then again, you’re having fun.
The girls were dressed to the nines, as usual. Agnes wore a slinky silver sequined tank top that highlighted her chin-length, icy blond hair, along with fitted leather pants; Mara sported a short crimson silk dress that hugged her curves just so, her ebony hair pulled back into a sleek, low bun.
The girls held up their frosty glasses and grinned, waiting. I plucked up my own, and we cheered one another and took a sip.
“What’s in this thing?” I asked, swallowing.
“Not sure,” Agnes said. “I just asked for something extra special to match a very special occasion.” She eyed Mara.
“All right, so,” Mara said in her always serious, melodious voice, “I have something very important to report to you, Jane.”
Agnes hid a smile, clearly bursting with excitement. I tilted my head to the side, curious and amused. “You have my attention.”
Without another word, Mara held up her left hand. Upon her fourth finger sat a sparkling, magnificent oval sapphire ring, complete with a halo of smaller diamonds surrounding it, so massive that it practically covered her entire knuckle.
My stomach dropped. My breath went shallow.
“It—it’s . . .” At a loss for words, I blinked a few times. And with each one, Mara’s exquisite ring shone brighter.
I knew I was supposed to be happy for her. I wanted to be happy for her. Truly, I did. Mara and Conrad, the ultimate power couple, had been together for a few years now. She deserved this.
But I couldn’t ignore the strange flash of envy that had just surged through my veins. Here was Mara, engaged to be married to a top lawyer, and Agnes, dating Roman, a respected drummer, for five years, and me—still very single at twenty-nine.
“It’s beautiful. I’m so happy for you,” I finally said, wondering if she’d believe me. Especially given that I wasn’t sure if I believed me.
“Doesn’t it look just like Princess Di’s?!” Agnes wailed.
She was right. It did.
“What I know for sure,” Mara said, “is that I’m not doing a mermaid silhouette. I don’t have the right hips for it.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted a flash of warm blond hair that was the exact shade of—
That couldn’t be him . . . could it? The guy who’d caught my attention turned his face, and my blood flow slowly resumed.
No. It wasn’t him.
All these years later, I still stopped dead like a deer in headlights at the mere sight of a guy who, upon further inspection, only sort of resembled Noah Elliot. The boy I’d crushed on all throughout high school. The boy whose memory somehow got on the plane with me to New York and continued to follow me around. Ten years later.
“Jane?” Mara’s voice called to me. “What do you think?”
I snapped my eyes back to the girls, who were looking at me expectantly. “Sorry, I—what?”
“Forest green is too last year, right? For the palette?” Mara asked.
“It’s just that it doesn’t feel right for a wedding in Italy,” Agnes piped in. “Plus it’s overdone.”
“Uh, yeah. I agree. No forest green.”
They both nodded, satisfied. My attention drifted in and out as Mara continued to lay out her ideas, but I caught that she was thinking of Lake Como in September of next year. Agnes and I were, of course, set to be bridesmaids.
What were the chances I’d be bringing a plus one to that wedding, eleven months out?
The last year or so had been somewhat stagnant in the romantic department for me. After a series of dates that hadn’t led anywhere, I’d decided to take a breather.
I didn’t regret taking that time to focus on working on my novel, but I hadn’t considered how it would feel to be the only one of us without someone’s arm to hold on to.
That was how it had always been, though—being the odd one out. Agnes Abbott and Mara Sinclair had come from a different world than I had. One of opulence and status and affluence. The fact that we’d even become friends never ceased to amaze me.
It happened by chance that we had all enrolled in the same general education biology course, each one of us bored out of our minds and paired together for a project. We ended up laughing more than we worked, which led to late-night Gilmore Girls binges and pizza runs, which led to Agnes and Mara, both native Manhattanites, taking me out on the town and introducing me to the city’s best-kept secrets and inviting me to their family’s summer homes in the Hamptons year after year, guiding me into a life I’d never known before. In our senior year, they’d bestowed me with an honorary “New Yorker” title.
I’d thoroughly enjoyed integrating into their world—as much as I could, of course. My humble, single-story home in Avila Falls was hardly comparable to Agnes’s family’s posh apartment that overlooked Central Park’s southern border. Nor did it stand a chance next to the breathtaking brownstone on the Upper East Side that Mara grew up in.
My parents’ professions as a nurse and a grocery store manager didn’t hold a candle to Agnes’s hedge fund manager dad and socialite mom, or Mara’s Ivy League law professor father and lawyer mother.
Their lives were undeniably enviable and important, glamorous and impressive. Upon our first meeting, mine wasn’t. My life was normal. Ordinary at best and forgettable at worst. The perks of being Jane Caldwell didn’t include modeling contracts and getting a good word put in at a law firm. The best it could afford me was discounts at Dawson’s Market. That is, until Agnes’s dad introduced me to the head of Carmichael at one of the Abbotts’ yearly holiday bashes. Fast forward a month later, and I’d landed a job freelancing for the publisher of my dreams.
Underneath the mask I’d meticulously crafted in the decade since I’d left Colorado—the one that looked to the world like a sleek, professional, capable woman—I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was the commoner who’d somehow befriended the princesses.
I did my best to hide how I felt from Agnes and Mara, keeping information about my hometown and my family to a minimum. They didn’t know much about my old life.
There were times when my background was much more easily ignored, times when it truly felt as though I belonged in the world I’d plunged into after moving to New York. And then there were times when my commonness crept up on me like a dormant illness. Times when I was confronted with what I so desperately didn’t want to be true—that no matter how much I had struggled to reinvent myself after getting out of Avila Falls, to be a different Jane Caldwell than the one who had gotten on a plane over a decade ago and never looked back, I wasn’t born an Abbott or a Sinclair. Mara’s ring was just the latest reminder of that.
“All right, Jane, enough about me.” Mara’s voice drew me out of my thoughts. She peered at me, squinting her dark eyes. “I want to know: What are you doing tomorrow night?”
I disguised my sigh as a chuckle, knowing exactly where this was headed—the same place it was always headed whenever Mara or Agnes inquired about my schedule with that twinkle in their eyes.
“I’ve got a date with Captain Wentworth,” I quipped.
“With who?” Agnes giggled.
Mara interrupted before I could offer Agnes an explanation, even though I’d gifted Agnes a copy of Jane Austen’s Persuasion last year. “Incorrect,” she declared. “You’ve got a date with Conrad’s friend, Logan.”
“Ooh,” Agnes interjected, flashing her eyebrows up and down enthusiastically.
It had been a few months since the last date the girls had set me up on, the latest in a now years-long string of handsome suitors that a decade prior would have been completely out of my league—but apparently not since my “taking off the nerdy glasses” transformation.
Some of them I had dated for a time, and others had remained one-offs. What they all had in common, though, was that they ran in Abbott and Sinclair circles. They were the kind of men who dated women who planned weddings in Italy. Men who took their date to restaurants that didn’t bother putting the prices on the menu.
“Logan, huh?” I repeated, twirling my straw.
“Oh, Jane, he’s really cute,” Agnes said.
“Not to mention, he’s an actor,” Mara added. “He’s in that show, The Unforgivables.”
My jaw dropped. “Wait, you mean—” I started.
“Yes, Logan Peters,” Mara said with a victorious flash of her brows.
Logan Peters was a semi-known name, having started as a child actor on a Disney show. After a few guest spots on Law & Order and the like, he’d gotten a heftier role in a fun, overdramatic, pulpy television series about a group of college kids with a sinister secret to keep hidden. Oh, and he was easy on the eyes. But was that enough?
“What am I going to have in common with an actor?” I protested.
“Are you kidding?” Mara said. “He’s perfect for you.”
“How so?”
Agnes jumped in. “He’s cool, creative, knows a ton of people—”
“Plus, I had Conrad show him your picture, and he insisted on meeting you,” Mara added.
Really? Me? My heart fluttered at the thought of sitting across from Logan Peters—a feeling I hadn’t experienced in some time.
Mara smiled. “You guys make so much sense together.” If she saw that much potential, maybe I should too. Images of a ring like Mara’s sitting on my own finger in two years’ time flashed through my mind.
I took pride in the life I’d built for myself in New York. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel that a puzzle piece was still missing. I wanted someone to share the life I’d created with.
Maybe this would be the date that changed everything.
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I DASHED ACROSS THE rain-soaked street, dodging the downpour. The cozy lobby of my building welcomed me, and I called the elevator. The ride up to the seventeenth floor never took long at all, and before I knew it, I was finally unlocking the door to my apartment: my sanctuary.
A silky cat tail wrapped around my legs as I entered. Poe’s little black face peered up at me, his wide chartreuse eyes meeting mine as he let out an adorable mew of greeting. My shoulders instantly relaxed at the sight of him.
“Hey, you,” I whispered, scooping him up and giving him a tiny kiss before setting him back down. I flicked on the lights, and a warm glow flooded the apartment, revealing the crowded bookshelves that covered the wall to my left and my bedroom door. The white marble kitchen was to my right (which was always clean, but only because I didn’t use it terribly often), while the remaining walls held a gallery wall of classical painting prints and professional black-and-white photographs of the city and a wall of windows that looked out onto 72nd Street and beyond. On a clear day, you could faintly spot the tiptops of the Lincoln Center’s various buildings.
I plopped down on my cream couch, which the West Elm salesman had called their “cloud couch,” thanks to its cushy seats that, yes, did in fact make one feel as if they were sitting on a cloud.
A text from Agnes popped up.
Congrats again, Mara! Can’t wait to keep on wedding planning. Eek! Had so much fun with you guys :) get home safe!!
I read her message a couple of times, allowing the words to sink in. Agnes and Mara were fun. They knew how to have a good time. They’d cajoled me out of my shell in the years since I’d known them. I was indebted to them.
They were the kind of girls whose inner circle I’d longed to be in during my days at Avila High, when I was totally friendless and hopelessly invisible. And here I was, just over a decade later, with exactly what I’d longed for.
Inexplicably, though, I felt lonely. And I couldn’t pinpoint why.
I’d crossed the finish lines I had set for myself upon arriving in the city for college—with flying colors too. I’d befriended the popular girls, been on dates with the handsome and successful guys, landed the dream job. I’d been under the impression that my insecurities would melt away with every new endeavor, every new achievement.
But they hadn’t. In the secret, most hidden parts of my inner world, I still felt small, unimportant, plain.
Far from being the kind of girl whose crushes were returned. Far from being significant enough to have my name on the book cover.
I wished I could open up to Agnes and Mara about my fears and doubts and insecurities. But those weren’t waters we had waded into. And besides, I had legitimate doubts that they would understand.
An email from Alexandria came in. My meetings with Liv were set up to begin in the next few days.
My stomach lurched. Was I up to this? I thought of the all-consuming work that awaited me over the next few months.
But think about the money, Jane.
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POE’S BRIGHT STARE GAZED back at me as my eyes fluttered open. I sat up, and a sharp pain shot down my neck, rudely jolting me awake.
“Agh,” I groaned, my hand flying up to my neck. I’d fallen asleep at a funny angle on my couch last night, and while it might not have been a huge deal in my college days, my late twenties were telling a different story.
I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and found my phone to check the time. My eyes caught a familiar name on my home screen: Steven Caldwell. Despite my many attempts to convince my dad to text me, he refused to use such a method of communication. An email from him sat in my inbox. I groggily opened it.
From: stevencaldwell0402@earthlink.net
To: itsjanecaldwell@gmail.com
Jane,
Hi, honey. Hope you’re doing well in the Big Apple. I heard you’re getting nicer weather than we are. It’s been snowing nonstop over here. Brr! One of these years I’d love to have a Thanksgiving that isn’t white. Did you do anything special? Anyway, I’m writing to remind you that you’re invited to your mom’s birthday next week. I sent an email a few weeks ago but didn’t hear back.

I bolted up. Was it already almost her birthday? This past Thanksgiving had centered around a book deadline. I’d completely forgotten to respond to him. His email continued:
Seventy is a big one, and it would mean a lot to her if you came. I know you’re busy. But it’s been a few years since you’ve been home. It would be nice to see you again. Let me know. Love you. Praying for you.
Dad

My mind flipped back through the last few years like a photo album. That couldn’t be right. There was no way it had already been “a few” years since I’d last been in Avila Falls. I counted on my fingers, sifted through where I’d spent my last few Christmases, birthdays, and Thanksgivings. Images of Carmichael manuscripts that were due soon, Mara’s townhouse, the Hamptons, and dimly lit, pricey restaurants with prefixes popped into my mind.
My throat tightened as it dawned on me that my dad was right. It had been five full years since I’d last set foot in Avila Falls.
I hadn’t exactly meant for this to happen. It was partially the pandemic’s fault.
Come on, Jane. Be honest.
Okay, fine. Much more than partially my fault. Avila Falls was the place I’d escaped. The place I couldn’t go back to until I had something to show for myself. I might be working for one of the top publishers in the world, but nothing I’d done yet had felt like enough.
My eyes lingered on my dad’s email. Praying for you, it said. As his correspondence often
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