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This book was born in my dreams, from beginning to end, coming to me complete with a full plot, a clear visual of the cover image, and the title. A first for me, and so far, at least…a last.

So, this book is for the dreamers. The daydreamers and night dreamers. The wishers and believers. The deep thinkers and even deeper feelers. The unassuming risk-takers and late-night lovers. The soft talkers and quiet doers. The fierce go-getters and determined accomplishers.

The gentle fighters and tireless workers.

It’s for the sweetest souls with the loudest minds.

You are my people.


1




Low

The rumble of the oversized tires is the first thing I hear, the size of the envelope is the first thing I see, and the casual fling of the small white envelope toward my front porch is my clue that everything is wrong. Again. For the fifth time this week. And seeing as it’s only Thursday morning, five is an insanely high number.

Someone’s about to die.

I ordered a new desk chair. And from what I know about desk chairs, they aren’t small, they don’t fit inside tiny white envelopes, and you can’t exactly fling them anywhere. The package that just landed on my porch is clearly not mine. How hard can package delivery be? I lunge from my grandmother’s lopsided chair with the wonky wheel and launch myself up and out the front door. Behind me, my grandmother’s insufferable pet parrot starts yapping again. Of course, he does.

“Don’t even think about leaving,” I breathlessly demand to the mail delivery guy as I stumble forward, carelessly stubbing my pinky toe on the doorframe. I hop on one foot while my toe screams, “Idiot!” at me. I think I broke it again, and that makes me even madder. “Did you even bother to check the address this time?” Once again, I’m startled by his age. He’s got to be a senior in high school. Maybe.

Who cares. I’m out of breath and patience. The last one for obvious reasons, but the first one…I mean, I only ran five steps. I make a mental note to join a local gym. Unlike my last gym membership, I’ll try to go more than once.

“Of course, I checked the address,” he says with a longsuffering sigh. I don’t like his tone or his pimple-dotted face. “Lady, you remind me every time.”

Two things about this make my vision run blood red. One, I’m not even thirty. He can drop the “lady.” Two, he obviously needs reminding. The kid has the memory of a sand flea. Plus, he can’t drive for crap.

Yesterday’s tire marks on my roadside flower bed bear witness to his poor navigational skills. It’s beside the point that it’s early November, and all the flowers are long past dead. I hardly want next spring’s tulip bulbs ground into purple mulch just because this kid barely has a driver’s license. I cross my arms and press my throbbing toe into the concrete, trying to soothe the ache. It doesn’t help.

“Is my constant reminding working, though? Are you reading the sticky notes I keep putting on the front door,” I point to today’s note for extra emphasis, “or are they just blending with the bricks? This note is lime green and literally says, ‘Leave nothing except a chair-sized box.’” I wave the small envelope at his face, aware I’m acting like a deranged lunatic at this point. “Is this a chair-sized box? Because I don’t think it is, and I’m no longer sure what to do to make sure my correct packages get delivered anymore.” There must be a shortage of postal applicants because this kid needs to be replaced.

“I don’t know what to tell you. I read the address.”

I glance at the envelope, already knowing what’s typed in big, bold letters in the center of the envelope is not my address. “Read it again, please.”

He rolls his eyes, saunters back up the steps, reaches for the envelope, and takes a bored look at the label. Then at my house number. Then, at the envelope again. Then at me. He gives the same tired and annoyed look I’ve seen a half-dozen times already and tucks the envelope under his arm. “Well, who puts house 2838 and house 2883 next door to each other, anyway?”

It’s a valid question, one I’ve asked myself many times in the ten days I’ve lived here. Even and odd numbers should not be on the same side of the street, a pesky detail that someone from the zoning commission seriously overlooked. But the number of times I’ve ripped open my neighbor’s mail without checking the address label is embarrassing, and I won’t do it again. Especially considering the contents of a few of the packages.

The first was a package of Baby Alive diapers.

The second, nipple cream.

The third was a large box of grapes from some fruit of the month club my grandmother also belongs to, except her box was disappointingly filled with green apples. I considered keeping the grapes.

The fourth was an array of women’s panties so flimsy and intricate I had to avert my eyes, which I oddly did not do when I saw the nipple cream.

And fifth, a crate of party poppers.

“You’re going to love the sweet widower next door,” I vaguely recall my grandmother saying just before I arrived here to house-sit for her. “If you need anything, just ask him.” What she didn’t say was that the old man had some weird kinks. I wasn’t interested in bearing witness to any more of them. And as far as asking him for things, I won’t be doing that, thank you very much. Just the thought of him coming into the house and seeing my bras and panties lying around gives me anxiety. What if the old dude has some sort of disturbing fetish? With a shudder, I focus on the delivery boy.

“All I’m asking is, can you please try not to let this happen again?” I’m tired of driving to the neighbor’s house to switch out my mail.

“Sure thing, ma’am.” He emphasizes ma’am like a punk, then gives a little patronizing salute that I don’t like. It’s like the kid is purposely trying to get under my skin. It’s working. Especially when I glimpse his forearm and the “Stand Your Ground” tattoo staring back at me from his otherwise pristine skin. Great. He’s one of those guys. Is he even old enough for a tattoo? I bite back a growl and take a step back.

“Perfect,” I say, moving to close the door before catching it to ask another question. “Wait, did I not have any mail today?” Aside from the chair, I’m expecting a new microphone and ring light, both due here yesterday. The guy doesn’t break stride; he just opens his driver-side door, climbs inside, and looks my way long enough to smirk.

“There’s a good chance I dropped it all off at the neighbor’s house. Guess you’ll have to go check with him.” The kid slams the door and drives away while I make a mental note to file a complaint with the local postal service. Something I won’t do. I only like to be mad inside my mind, but I’m never angry enough to get someone fired. I was fired once, and it still stings. Especially considering the customer’s hair only caught fire because she leaned too closely to the birthday candles. It was a free slice of cake, but everyone blames the waitress.

I close the front door, aware my mood just crash landed on the front porch, and not because of the mail. The kid’s tattoo conjured up unwelcome reminders of my ex. Know Your Worth, Live Your Light, Feel Your Truth—Josh had obnoxious sayings inked all over both arms like a walking billboard for mental health. Funny enough, he lied like a professional poker player and had a temper that could burn whole apartment buildings to the ground. He once threw a can so hard across his kitchen that he shattered his window and the neighbor’s window across the alleyway. That sparked a yelling match heard across three states that I hope never to experience again.

And I won’t. Seeing as Josh ran off with my roommate on the night I naïvely thought we were getting engaged.

I give a hard snap to the rubber band wrapped around my wrist to chase away thoughts of Josh and Diana. They both leave reluctantly and not without a fight—I mean, what kind of woman helps you pick out an outfit for an engagement dinner knowing full well said engagement wasn’t going to happen? And what kind of man lets her?

“You should wear this dress, Low.”

I shook my head, dismissing the idea. Red with black polka dots didn’t scream engagement photos, at least not any I wanted to look at for the rest of my life. “It isn’t my favorite.”

An odd smile tilted her mouth. “Well could I borrow it, then?”

“Yes,” I answered without hesitation. After all, a friend is a friend, and I wanted her to be happy.

In hindsight, I should have wrapped the dress around her neck and choked her with it.

Diana was wearing that red and black dress in an Instagram post three days later, on a sunshiny hill overlooking the Amalfi Coast of Italy. Josh stood behind her, both arms around her waist, smiling into her ear like a snake sniffing out his next meal. Rat was on the menu that night. Blackened rat with a steaming side of wretched betrayal.

I never should have said yes to letting her borrow the dress.

I’ve made it my mission to say no ever since.

I close my eyes and breathe through my nose to calm myself down; finally, the maddening delivery boy slides to the forefront of my brain where he belongs.

I need that microphone and ring light. And chair. But the sun is already setting at 4:47 p.m., and the air is colder than I’m used to. My Texas blood runs warm and thin, but tonight, it’s developing ice crystals around the edges. So, I do what I always do this time of day. I shut off my laptop, pour a large glass of wine, tuck my shoulders underneath one of my grandmother’s crocheted blankets, and reach for the remote control.

I’ll drive to the neighbor’s house tomorrow and retrieve my packages off his front porch, seeing as he normally just leaves them there until I show up. And then I’ll hightail it home before anyone notices I’m there. Considering all his weird fetishes, I’d rather not make eye contact with him.

I point the remote at the screen and press play, sighing to myself when Harry and Sally’s faces appear onscreen. At least Sally has the good sense to wear a beige pantsuit.

Red dresses are for cheating roommates.
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Nick

My skin smells like peanut butter. I swear I just pulled a glob of red buttercream frosting out of my hair, and that stinging sensation at the back of my tongue refuses to let up. That’s the last time I agree to a sour gummy worm challenge, no matter how many times I’m called a chicken for wanting to back out after the second round. The kids are savage. The sour candy challenge of today is not like the Pop Rocks challenge of the nineties, back when we poured package after package into our mouths to see how many of those popping suckers it took to crack a tooth.

Five. It took five for a hairline chip so minor that a dentist considered my mom’s desire to repair it “for vanity purposes only,” all while looking at me with his raised eyebrow of judgment. But I’m sorry, a dare is a dare, even if minor tooth chips hurt like the dickens. I never tried it again. If thirty-year-old me is a chicken, little-boy me was a reluctant hero who knew when to quit. But I swear to the gods of artificial sweetener, today’s sour candy could melt a human tongue in three consecutive bites, especially the ultra-sour kind.

Kids these days with their lethal candy.

Me these days? I’m barely into my third decade and already sounding like my great-grandfather.

“Okay, who’s going to help me clean this mess up?” I say to the two rug rats currently destroying my kitchen. On cue, they both scramble out of the room, leaving shrieks of “not me’s!” in their wake, their bare feet slap slap slapping on the hardwood floor like wet towels being repeatedly snapped on a thigh. What can I say? My sister Susan needed a babysitter, and since I wasn’t doing anything tonight anyway, I said yes to watching the kids. I had no plans other than watching the Rams play, that is. And let the record show that the football game is well into the fourth quarter, and I’ve barely seen any of it since the kickoff.

“Fine, you little terrorists, the kitchen can wait,” I mutter under my breath while surveying the room. It’s a disaster, but other than replacing the top on the peanut butter jar, I don’t feel like tackling it right now, either. But speaking of tackling…

“Who wants to finish watching the game with me? I’ll pop some popcorn and grab some sodas, and we’ll settle onto the sofa with blankets and⁠—”

“We want to watch The Grinch!” comes the high-pitched whine of my seven-year-old niece, Rowan. “Mom hasn’t let us watch it yet.”

Eleven-year-old Sam just nods along because he’s not much of a talker. He’s a brainiac whose favorite pastime is dismantling old desktops and radios and putting them back together. A far cry from my favorite eleven-year-old pastime of digging tunnels in the dirt with the neighbor kid up the street while simultaneously wondering why girls had gone from being repulsive to sort of interesting in the span of one summer.

The tiny spark of hope I’d felt seconds ago at the prospect of football dies on a girlish, whiny “pleeeesse.”

“The Grinch?” I say, dangerously close to joining her in a game of Who Can Whine the Hardest. “We watched Christmas movies last weekend.” Yes, I’m fully aware that I’m babysitting for the second Saturday night this month, and that’s just for my niece and nephew. On Tuesday afternoon, the lady down the street had a nail appointment she simply couldn’t miss. At least her eight-year-old son liked to play catch in the front yard. Score one for a kid who likes baseball, even if my arm got a little frostbit and is still sore from throwing the ball for two hours straight.

“Yes, The Grinch!” Rowan screeches. “The Grinch, The Grinch, The Grinch!”

The Grinch, it is. The kid is persuasive.

“Fine Row. But I’ll only agree to watch it if you sit quietly and resist the urge to ask questions. I answer them every year, no matter what movie we watch. So many questions I can already anticipate them now.” Why does The Grinch have a dog? How did his heart grow three sizes when his chest didn’t get any bigger at all? Why do all the Who people have such big noses, and does water get inside them when it rains? If water got inside my nose, I would sneeze. Her stream of comments is endless and only stops when I remind her to watch. Kids are cute and all, but there’s only so much movie trivia a guy can manage when all he wants to do is watch football and take a nap, in that order.

“I won’t say a word, I promise.” It’s a lie, but I relent because she’s so darn cute. Most people say she looks like me, so no wonder.

“Okay, but after The Grinch, we get to watch Die Hard,” my nephew says. “It’s a better Christmas movie anyway.”

On this we agree, although at this point, I’m sick of both. Football is a better Christmas show than either movie, but no one currently in this house sees things from my perspective.

“Die Hard isn’t a Christmas movie, plus I’m not allowed to watch it,” Rowan says.

It’s a fair point. We watched it when the kids were here last week, and there’s nothing like a seven-year-old girl in pigtails greeting her mother with, “Hey, Mom, how the hell are you?” to get a younger brother like me in the doghouse. My sister nearly burned my corneas with her death glares, and I felt every bit of our eight-year age gap. No more Die Hard for my niece, at least not on my watch.

“You heard what your mom said last week,” I remind her. “Your lessons in cussing have thoroughly stopped with me.”

“What about earlier when you hit your leg on the chair and yelled out the word⁠—”

“Okay, no need for reminders,” I say in a rush to stop my nephew. The last thing I need is for Rowan to repeat that word to my sister. It would move me straight out of the doghouse and into a coffin buried six feet under. “Ready to watch the movie?” I settle in between the kids, prop my feet on the coffee table, and hit Play on the remote.

We make it thirty-seven seconds.

“But how can all this happen inside a snowflake when Whoville is so big?”

Like I said, my niece is cute, but she’s a liar.
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I open the front door to the sight of three boxes sitting on my front porch that absolutely don’t belong to me. One is the size of a small car.

“Shopping for Christmas already?” Susan says as she steps around the stack and walks into the house. She kicks a Lego out of her path, hops over a blanket fort poking out of the guest room, and nearly trips headlong into a pile of brown Amazon boxes piled at the edge of the dining room that makes any denial about early shopping futile. Sue me. I like Christmas, and I have started shopping already. Bought my niece a Baby Alive complete with diapers, and the secretary at the realty company I sometimes work for a subscription to the Fruit of the Month Club—both of which were delivered to me already opened. I need to complain to the postal company because who the hell keeps opening my boxes?

Maybe that’s where my niece gets her bad mouth.

Anyway, yes, I have started shopping. But the boxes taking up half my porch are yet another delivery that doesn’t belong to me. Our delivery driver needs to be fired.

“That box probably belongs to Loretta,” I tell Susan. “I’m always getting her mail.” Oddly, my neighbor is still ordering things, considering she left on an overseas adventure for three months and didn’t tell me what to do with her mail. She left early last week—informed me that her granddaughter would be housesitting for the entirety of her vacation, though I haven’t laid eyes on the aforementioned granddaughter yet. A bit antisocial, it seems. Either that, or she’s a recluse, which already makes her strange in my eyes. What kind of person moves in next door and doesn’t emerge in the ten days since?

Whatever. Someone keeps snatching the packages off the porch before I can do anything about them, so it’s honestly not my problem. Not the granddaughter or the mail.

I close the front door and promptly step on the Lego, my bare left foot screaming in pain. If you brought a Lego to a knife fight, those suckers would undoubtedly win.

“I swear to fu⁠—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” Susan says with a less-than-patient bark.

“I was going to say, ‘fun kid games,’” I say with an eye roll, then I swallow the curse right along with the lie, hop on one foot, and wonder how fast I can throw the whole blasted pile of weaponized plastic blocks away.

“Rowan, time to pick up the toys,” Susan says in a singsongy voice that honestly should only be used on newborns and puppies. Not on seven-year-old girls who like to giggle at the sight of a wounded uncle.

“Stop laughing,” I groan, not amused. Which only starts my nephew giggling, too. I suppose I do look ridiculous and force myself under control. I quit hopping, but my arch hurts like a slashed tire after a drunk ex-girlfriend hacks it with a pocket knife. Why is it always the car’s fault? Why is it my foot’s fault? Why did I buy Legos?

“You’re funny, Uncle Nick,” Rowan says, and what can I say? The kid knows how to give a compliment.

I wink through the pain. “Glad to entertain. Now listen to your mother and pick up your toys, or you’re not coming over next weekend.” We both know I’m lying; it’s the same line I deliver every Saturday night when Susan picks them up. She’s a single mom who is only now emerging from the shock of her husband walking out on her and the kids two years prior, so the standing Saturday night babysitting gig we’ve got going makes her feel human. It’s something I’m not likely ever to quit. I’m single and unfortunately unattached—save for all the ways I tend to over-extend myself. It’s the least I can do.

Plus, in ways I still don’t allow myself to think about, Susan and I have one thing in common that siblings never should. Grief. It comes for you when you least expect it.

“You sure next Tuesday afternoon is okay, too?” Susan asks, a little crease forming between her eyebrows. “It’ll only be for an hour, but if watching them becomes too much for you to⁠—”

“You’re going to the dentist. Watching them is perfect.” And I mean it, even if describing my two miniature sidekicks as “perfect” is a stretch. Terrors. Gremlins. Overbearing and relentless. But I love them. And I welcome the distraction. Without something to keep me busy, I might just fall apart, and that’s a risk I’m not willing to take. For eleven months now, using my niece and nephew to distract me from the harsh reality of my own sad life has worked nicely. No need to stop now; maybe not ever.

Time for a subject change.

“But I am dog-sitting the Taylor’s poodles this week while they’re off seeing their new grandbaby, so the kids might need to walk over there with me. And my neighbor had a tree fall in his front yard this morning that’s blocking the driveway, and I told him I would be there Tuesday to clear it. Just in case I’m not here when you show up, you’ll know where I am.”

“Nick.” Susan levels a knowing look at me, but I shrug it off.

“I’m fine,” I say in a way that shuts down further discussion. And I am. Fine, I mean. I have no other choice.

She purses her lips. “You’re not fine, and you should⁠—”

“I’m fine,” I say again, voice raised enough that Sam and Rowan both look at me. Discussion over. I force a tight smile.

She sighs. “If you say so…”

“I do say so.”

After a tense moment, Susan gets the message, pastes on a smile, and turns toward her children. “Alright, kids, time to go home. You both need showers, and we need to get out of Uncle Nick’s hair for the night.”

I hate it when she puts it that way, even if her words might reflect the way I feel. I love the kids, but I’m no saint. Besides, the ballgame’s probably over, and I wouldn’t mind catching the SportsCenter highlights. After a few moments of hurried activity that includes cleaning the toy room, shrugging into coats that neither kid wants to wear, and giving two rounds of hugs because Rowan never wants to leave, they do. I open the door and walk them to their car, then buckle both kids into their seats and wave as they back down the driveway.

It isn’t until I’m walking back up the steps that I notice the boxes are gone.

It’s like somehow, in the last half hour, a sneaky little Christmas elf quietly whisked them away.
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Low

A few things about today are already on my nerves. One, the sun sets early in Rhode Island, but it comes up even earlier. At barely five a.m. a blinding streak of white sunlight had the nerve to wake me up, and I’ve been yawning ever since. Two, my new desk chair has a wonky left wheel that thunks a bit when I try to roll it across the floor, dropping me like I’m sinking into a pothole every three seconds or so. Which means—with the exception of the rich scent of new leather—it’s no better than my grandmother’s old chair. I’d like to blame the delivery driver, but this likely happened when the box fell out of my grandmother’s old pickup on the way back from swiping it off my neighbor’s porch last night.

My resolve to wait to get the chair lasted until Harry and Sally were deep in discussion about pecan pie. I couldn’t take the thought of my packages sitting cold and lonely on that front porch any longer, so I paused the movie and hopped inside the truck. The box was heavy, but I moaned and groaned and hefted it into the back of the truck and eventually made it home.

But the most maddening thing about today is my annoying neighbor. Kind widower or not, he’s been chain sawing his way through something—an electric fence? A pile of firewood? A dead body?—since six o’clock this morning, and the incessant screeching is ruining my job. If this were a one-time thing, I’d overlook it. But the man is constantly rattling something, and today, it’s my nerves.

I’m trying to air a podcast here. The number of times I’ve had to stop talking and start again is giving my index finger a cramp. Overcoming the shame from this choppy episode will be a test of humility, specifically mine. Tomorrow, I’m switching things around to make this room more soundproof, something I hadn’t considered when my grandmother mentioned her house was on a remote and wooded three-acre patch of land. Three acres meant privacy, right? Wrong. Not with Bob the Builder living next door. I miss my Texas apartment with its soundproof barriers more every day.

“I’m so sorry, dear listeners,” I say in my most soothing voice, hard to do while simultaneously wanting to murder someone. My grandmother’s “Live Laugh Love” sign mocks me from its spot above the doorway, and I roll my eyes. I hate inspirational artwork even more than kitschy tattoos. “My neighbor seems determined to build a new house from start to finish, all within the time frame of this hour-long broadcast, and it doesn’t appear to be going well for him. Pretty sure I’ve heard five curse words and two gut-wrenching screams. Maybe he fell off a ladder? You think I should walk over and offer to help? Maybe push him off myself?” I chuckle at my little joke; my listeners are well aware that I don’t know a wrench from a putty knife. Or a nail from a screw, for that matter.

On cue, the comments start flowing on the “live” feed, which is actually just emails sent straight to my iPad that I can watch as I record. It’s a little detail that makes my podcast unique. I take questions and have since the day I started. I read through a few, stifling my smile at some of the clever ones.

Please record it so we can watch.

This time, try not to smash your thumb. (It was a whole thing last year that ended in me needing two stitches near the second knuckle of my middle finger on my left hand. How’s that for poetic justice?)

You should walk over and tell him you like the way he swings his hammer.

Despite said neighbor being an elderly widow, I find myself blushing at that last one. That seems more like a line my grandmother should use, something I’m honestly surprised she hasn’t attempted already. My grandfather died nearly fifteen years ago. When I’ve asked her about dating someone new, she’s always brushed me off, claiming to be uninterested. All well and good until she mentioned her neighbor. A single gentleman living right next door, and there’s never been a middle-of-the-night hookup? If my grandmother wasn’t my grandmother, I would have a hard time believing it. She’s as strait-laced and prudish as they come.

More importantly, she’s loyal through and through. Even to long-gone memories. Even when it might cost her a lifetime of happiness.

“I will not be mentioning his hammer,” I say in direct response to the comment, shaking off my thoughts and adding a little giggle to the end of the sentence to make myself seem softer.

More responses flood my inbox at that comment, so I focus on the camera to avoid them. Rabbit holes and all that. “Anyway, we were talking about the importance of boundaries and how to say no at Christmastime, the time of year that everyone tends to want something from you…”

Something crashes outside my window, and whoops and hollers join in the noisemaking. I stifle a sigh and glare at the window. The guy lives, like, half a mile away. How can I hear this so clearly? Gritting my teeth, I wait a few seconds for more noise to follow, then at the lack of it, forge ahead with my broadcast, remembering how hard I’ve worked to put this piece together and unwilling to let anything or anyone mess it up. My temper is dangerously close to unraveling the whole thing.

I’m a professional podcaster. Have been for three years now. My show is called “The Lowdown with Low Reed”—fitting since Low Reed is my full given name. Just Low. Not short for anything like Laurel or Lucinda or Lolita, only a few of the guesses people have made over the years. I once got a package delivered to Laurance Red, the weirdest thing I’ve been called considering I’m a woman. Laurance Red sounds like a lumberjack, an ironic nod to the hammer and nail thing happening out my window. My parents didn’t even give me a middle name. Plain, old, short and sweet Low.

I’ve been determined to stand tall ever since.

My online following has grown to just under a half million, and my daily eleven o’clock broadcasts have steady two to three hundred thousand listener rates, pretty remarkable considering all the chatter happening in today’s media. It helped that I came to the scene at the relative beginning of the podcast craze. There is no shortage of podcasts to listen to nowadays, so the number of people taking the time to listen to mine is humbling, not something I ever take for granted. The trick is giving them something to tune in for—a hot-button issue that most people struggle with. This is hardly my first time to talk about boundaries, but this week’s broadcast focuses specifically on setting boundaries at Christmastime. Turns out most people don’t know how to set them, much less stick to them, especially during the holidays when opportunities to be pulled in all directions are at their highest. Enter me. I’m more than willing to help get everyone back to center. Because our innermost center is where we find peace, and inner peace is what we all crave the most.

Something bounces against my window hard enough to crack it. Maybe a rock or a branch or an entire Sycamore tree with Zacchaeus sitting on top of it—exactly what it is doesn’t matter. What matters is that this is my grandmother’s house, and I’m not letting some careless Paul Bunyan-type break it, elderly or not.

I glance at the clock and see that it’s time to sign off, drop my voice to a massage therapist’s low whisper, and wrap up with my signature slogan.

“And that concludes today’s Lowdown episode, folks. I’m Low Reed, and I’ll be back tomorrow with the next episode of The Lowdown with…well, me. Have your questions ready and join the discussion, won’t you? Until next time…” The theme music crescendos, an ad for Colgate toothpaste begins to play, and the music fades to nothingness.

And that’s when I slam my laptop shut.

Boundaries, schmoundaries. In the last ten days, the old dude next door has been crossing all of mine. I shrug into a jacket and slide into a worn pair of faded Ugg boots, barely breaking stride in my beeline for the front door.

Not today, Satan.

Not today.
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“Excuse me,” I say the words with the smooth patience of a trauma therapist, but no one hears me over all the chain sawing and chopping. “Excuse me!” I yell and feel bad for it, but at least it gets their attention. Two heads swing over at me—one gray-headed and looking nearly exactly the way my grandmother described, all elderly and widow-y and everything. The other decidedly younger and darker—in the tall, dark, brooding, and handsome sort of way. I blink, then look away. Not looking at him is a better idea, for now, considering my temper is still intact. If I stare too long, I might forget why I’m angry and my reason for being here; the way this guy looks, I’m already dangerously close to forgetting my own name.

“Yes?” the elderly gentleman says, setting the chainsaw on the ground next to a large fallen tree. He squints at me through the blinding sunlight and picks up a piece of firewood, clutching it to his chest. There’s a stack of freshly cut wood in the back of an old blue pickup and the remains of a downed tree wedged between two driveways—my neighbor’s and the house technically next to his. “Technically,” since we’re the only three houses out here other than one other up the hill a bit, each on three acres and separated by long, narrow driveways. Why my grandmother chose to live so far out of civilization is beyond me, especially considering she’s single and not exactly young. Plus, I have no idea who mows this massive lawn in the summer. Surely not her. She’s as old as the elderly neighbor still staring at me. Again, I have a hard time believing they don’t have some sort of secret relationship in the works. For his age, he isn’t bad looking.

The firewood in his arms looks heavy, and I want to offer to help, but I don’t. I’m supposed to be angry here. Supposed to be focused on boundaries and how we should respect each other’s quiet hours. It’s odd that I need the reminder. As for the younger guy, his axe is poised mid-air like he wants to either keep working or slice me through the middle. I’ve never met him before, so there’s no real way to tell.

Just because he’s cute doesn’t mean he couldn’t be a psycho. I watched the Ted Bundy documentary on Netflix. Happens all the time, and the women are all so gullible.

I am a strong woman. I’m at the helm of a successful podcast. Gray is my favorite color. I am not gullible.

I’m tempted to add a few more bullet points to that mantra to make it stick, but those should work at least for a few minutes. Long enough for me to say what I came to say and get out of here before I find myself sucked back into tall, dark, and hot dude’s aura again. Thank God he’s just helping chop firewood. After today, I won’t have to see him again.

I force my gaze back to my elderly neighbor as he tosses the firewood into the truck bed. It takes effort to focus. “Um, is there any way you both could keep it down until noon? Starting tomorrow, maybe, seeing as it’s too late for that already today.”

The men just look at me, then eye each other, then look back at me again. The younger one shrugs and swings the axe over his head. I gasp when the log in front of him splits with a thwack like the move was effortless. His shoulders bulge as two halves of wood fall to the ground in opposite directions. My neck begins to sweat. I reach up to raise my hair because why am I suddenly overheating? It’s freezing out here, thirty degrees with a windchill, making it feel at least ten degrees colder. But the guy is covered in perspiration like the wind simply melts the second it hits his skin. Honestly…relatable. Another reason to look away from him.

“Sure,” he says, simple as that. He picks up the two planks of firewood and deposits them in the back of the truck, then reaches for another log like it weighs a couple of pounds and not many, many more. I stare at his movements. I’m all for equality, but this guy is quickly revealing my newly discovered affinity for strong men who can take charge of any situation. Namely, log splitting. Can’t say I’ve ever seen this done in person.

I don’t like it one bit. Except for the part of me that does like it.

A lot.

“Sorry, ma’am,” the older man says. I blink, only now remembering he’s here. “Are we keeping you awake?” He sounds genuinely concerned that I might have just woken up from a nap and haven’t been working my butt off for hours already. I laugh to myself, but it comes out louder than I intended.

“No, sir. I’ve been trying to work all morning, but it’s difficult with all this noise.”

He tilts his head. “What kind of job you got that makes it hard to work around firewood getting chopped a half-acre away?”

Okay, the way he says it makes me sound like the unreasonable one. I try my best to explain. “I’m a podcaster, and I record my episodes from the front office, which is right there on the edge of your property. So, really, it isn’t that far from here. But it was a little difficult to hear myself today, and yesterday, and the day before that, and I know my listeners can hear you because they keep commenting about it. So, I know it’s your house, and you can do what you want, but I’m hoping tomorrow might be…quieter. At least until noon?”

“Huh,” the older man says with a frown. “Well, I don’t have any idea what a podcast is, but this ain’t⁠—”

“I’m really sorry we messed up your podcast,” the younger guy says in a way that conveys he’s actually not sorry at all. I can almost see the invisible air quotes he put around the word podcast. “This tree fell across Andy’s driveway yesterday, and he couldn’t leave his house all day. This morning, we decided to take care of the problem so he could, you know, not be stuck at home forever. But I promise you, next time his house is trapped under a falling log, I’ll make sure we don’t interrupt your radio show trying to get him out.” He looks up at the sky and rolls his eyes, then seems to think better of it and sighs. “Sorry, that was rude.”

“You weren’t being rude, Nick,” Neighbor Andy says, shaking his head. “You’re just being⁠—”

“A jerk?” I offer, crossing my arms. I would never want to see an elderly neighbor trapped by a falling tree. I would just like to see him wait until later in the day to do anything about it. Like, say, noon. No one needs to leave the house before noon anyway, right?

“You micromanage everything, Low. Everything. It’s like I can’t even breathe without asking your permission first. You’re like a prison warden for someone who never committed a crime…”

Josh’s words come rushing back to me, along with the anger and shame that followed when he first said them.

Okay, maybe I’m the jerk. I can tell you what I’m not: a micromanager. Starting right now. Today. This second.

“That might have been uncalled for,” I say.

The old man douses my hot temper when he laughs. “Maybe just a little. Nick might be a lot of things, but he’s not a jerk. A Good Samaritan, maybe. A great friend, for sure. Some might even call him a⁠—”

“Don’t say it,” the guy named Nick groans. “If I never hear that phrase again…”

I frown and look between both men, clearly the outsider in an inside joke.

“Don’t say what?” I ask.

“Nothing,” the younger one says as he swings the axe again. Crack! And just like that, another log splits in half. I stare in awe at his movements, convinced all this chopping would shatter both my shoulders. Assuming it first didn’t impale my skull or some other necessary body part.

“Okay then…” I say, willing my dry throat to work. My voice comes out strained. “As long as we have an understanding. Maybe we can keep it down until noon tomorrow?” See? This time I was polite and asked.

Nick wipes his forehead with the back of his gloved hand and breathes deeply. “Sure thing, lady. So long as another tree doesn’t fall, you have my word. What about you, Andy? She have your word too?”

The elderly neighbor nods. “She’s got it.” He glances at Nick. “But you might want to tell her about⁠—”

“No need,” Nick says abruptly. “I’ve got it under control.”

The way the older man laughs about the way Nick says that last sentence makes me uneasy, but I swallow the doubt and leave what seems to be well enough alone. No need to press the men. I got what I came for, and the younger guy isn’t my problem anyway. It isn’t as if he’s my widow-y neighbor. He’s too young for that. After he’s finished with this tree, hopefully, he’ll be gone for good.

“Great.” I give a single nod and turn to leave, but the Nick guy stops me.

“You Loretta’s granddaughter?”

I pause and turn around slowly, an odd, icy, foreboding drumming against my neck.

“You know my grandmother?”

Both men grin, but only Andy speaks. “He ought to, seeing as he lives right here next door to her. Mows her yard every week, too, among other things.” He indicates toward the large house behind us.

“Andy,” Nick admonishes at the same time I say…

“Other things?” My tongue feels thick.

“Takes out her trash, fixes anything broken, drives her to the beauty shop once a week. Those kinds of things.” Andy rattles off a full list like it isn’t the craziest thing I’ve ever heard. I force my mouth closed after realizing how far it’s opened. I look at this Nick guy.

“But you’re not old?” The words come out like a question, the world’s stupidest question, at that. A majorly annoying fact, considering words are supposed to be my thing.

Andy barks out a laugh while Nick just winks at me.

“Well, I just turned thirty, so I suppose ‘old’ is a relative term,” Nick says as he reaches for another log. “Ask any teenager, and they’d tell you I’m practically decrepit.”

There might be many words to describe him, but decrepit is nowhere on the list. Nick would be every high school girl’s favorite teacher; the line clamoring for his class likely stretched out the door and around the block.

“Try being seventy-one,” Andy says, interrupting my thoughts. “Then come complain to me about being old.”

“Nah, you’ve got a lot of years left in you,” Nick says to him, both men embroiled in conversation like I’m not still standing here utterly confused by this strange turn of events. Hot Dude is my neighbor? My grandmother’s neighbor? He’s the widower?

“Wait,” I say again. “You’re my grandmother’s neighbor?” He can’t be. This man cannot live next door to me. I forbid it. How did she leave this part out of his description? Widow, still grieving, a bit lonely, keeps to himself. What about smoking hot and entirely distracting? What about well-built with a wink that could kill a woman, dead on the spot? These are all pretty important points to omit.

“Yep. I have been for almost a year now. Ever since…”

He trails off in favor of chopping another log. He doesn’t pick up the thought again, but he does ask another question.

“So, your name is Low?”

I go warm all over that he already knows who I am. I’m not proud of the reaction; it’s involuntary, like a bout with hives or an onslaught of hiccups or a phobia of tight spaces. I can feel redness creeping up my neck and the threat of a smile trying to break free on my face. My own body is working against me. So much for boundaries.

“Yes, it is. Low Reed. I’ll be staying here for a few months while my grandmother travels.”

“World tour, that’s what Loretta said. You have a cool name, by the way.”

“Thank you,” I say a bit breathlessly. This time, I do smile. It is cool despite the no middle name thing. Plus, I kind of like that they talked about me before I showed up. Knowing my grandmother, she highlighted all my best qualities.

“Well, I’m Nick. Nick Masters. And this is Andy Brown. He lives over there on the hill at the house with the longest and narrowest driveway. So narrow that if a tree falls, he gets stuck.” Nick says the words playfully, poking fun at Andy instead of me this time. “But it’s nice to meet you, Low. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

A lot about me? How much exactly? A traitorous little thrill of curiosity has me wanting to ask, but I don’t.

“Nice to meet you too,” I say, taking a step backward toward my grandmother’s house. As much as I might want to stick around, I have tomorrow’s broadcast to prepare for and an hour’s worth of social media to post. A podcaster’s job is never done. Even after the segment airs, you’re still only halfway finished with the workday. “I guess I’ll see you both around.”

“Yep, you’ll see us,” Nick says, followed by another thwack! as a log splits in two. At this rate, that tree will be cleared by mid-afternoon. I want so much to stay and watch the way his muscles move, but I force my regretful feet to move toward home.

I walk into my grandmother’s house and kick off my shoes to the steady chop and toss of the logs, the sound more comforting than annoying now that I’ve met the men behind the noise.

It’s kind of nice when you might like your neighbors.
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Nick

Poodles are cute, but that’s just a mask to hide their true identity as evil spawns of Satan. In five minutes, I’ve been growled at, barked at, cornered in the kitchen, and pawed all over by two mutts who spent the morning playing outside unattended in the mud. My jeans are covered in dog-shaped prints, as is the white button-up I foolishly chose after my shower. And as for the Taylor’s floor…it’s in serious need of a scrub. But I don’t have the time or the desire to clean up this crap. My niece and nephew will be over soon, and my back is aching too much to think about finding a mop and bucket.

I’m only thirty but getting older kinda sucks. Chopping wood used to feel like an easy way to skip the gym; since yesterday all the muscles in my body hurt like I’m a man twice my age, and I resent it. Nothing two ibuprofens won’t deaden, but I’m not at home to take any.

“Alright, calm down, and I’ll fill your bowls, but hurry up and eat so we can get a walk in before I need to head home.” The dogs aren’t listening and continue to jump on me, one on my legs and the other on my back. Now that they’ve decided I’m more friend than foe, they’re in my personal space in ways that would get guys like me slapped with sexual harassment if I pulled it with a woman. Like, say, the new neighbor. That thought comes from nowhere, blindsiding me with guilt. She was easy to look at, that’s for sure, but I don’t need to be looking at anyone at this stage in my life, most of all her. The proximity is too convenient. Loretta could have told me her granddaughter was close to my age and, oh, by the way, kinda hot.

Guilt sits on my shoulders so heavily that the ache intensifies.

Anyway, where was I? Oh yeah, too many paws, too many noses currently poking me in places they don’t belong.

I yelp, yell, “Back off!” and lower both food bowls to the ground. The dogs descend like vampires on an innocent sheep, vicious and focused and straight to the throat. It’s almost gross to watch, so I busy myself with refilling water bowls, watering plants, and stacking mail into a neat pile near the landline phone.

The Taylors live across the street and down the hill, are in their fifties and still have a kid living at home, and live a partially vintage lifestyle that involves record players, hard-cover books, newspaper subscriptions, and Mrs. Taylor dressing like a seventy’s housewife. They regularly lecture me on the dangers of cell phone usage and screen time—brain fog, low concentration, elevated cancer risks, and all that. Much to their dismay, I text in front of them from time to time and play YouTube videos to watch them squirm. Much to Mr. Taylor’s discredit, he keeps a cell phone hidden in his desk drawer and lives in constant fear of his wife finding out. I caught him on it once when I came by for the key and surprised him in his home office. He swore me to secrecy, and so far, I’ve kept my word. But if his pain-in-the-butt dogs keep violating me every time I show up to feed them, I might have to spill his dirty secret to his wife. Either that or ask for a raise. A cold six-pack should do it. I’ve never taken money and never will.

The dogs finally show signs of slowing down, so I grab two leashes, attach them to both collars and lead the poodles out the door. My sister pulls into my driveway just as we step out onto the front porch, but she’s early and has her own key, so I don’t worry much. Ten minutes, that’s how long I’ll give the dogs. We’ll walk fast to cover more ground and that way, I’ll get them into the backyard and make it home in time for Susan to make it to her appointment on time.

We walk. Or the dogs walk while I drag behind them. Either way—save for two near-fights with two separate neighbor dogs and one unfortunate collision with a tree that involved me and a leaf-covered but otherwise exposed root—we make it down the hill and back to the house in record time. I’m breathing heavily and have a bit of leash burn on my right palm, but no matter. We’re done for today, and I can’t get home fast enough.

Say what you want about my rambunctious niece and nephew, but they don’t get my clothes muddy, and neither goes poking into places they shouldn’t unless you count Rowan’s affinity for forcing eyeshadow onto my eyelids and gold cuffs onto my earlobes.

I guess that’s one way dogs are better than kids.
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“Okay, we have an hour. What do you want to do?” I say to the kids when I reach my driveway, coming up behind my sister as she helps them out of the car. Rowan still sits in a booster seat even though the laws regarding it are ridiculous. Eight years and eighty pounds? I was eighty pounds when I was eleven years old because puberty didn’t introduce itself to me until after my twelfth birthday; that was humiliating enough. Back then, a booster seat would have killed me. Susan and I don’t share the same opinion on the matter, but apparently, uncles don’t get a say.

“You look awful,” Susan says, looking at me with open distaste. For a second, I’m offended until I remember the mud stains on my clothes. I look down with a big eye roll.

“The Taylor’s dogs. They’re terrorists with innocent faces and stupid hairstyles.” If I sound bitter, it’s because I am. The shirt is Armani. What if the pawprints won’t come out in the dry cleaning?

“They’re poodles. They can’t be that bad,” Susan starts, then raises an eyebrow as she gives me a once-over. “But I’ve been known to be wrong.”

“Can we go see them? Can we? Can we?” Rowan starts in. Ever the animal lover, I should have known better than to bring up the dogs in front of her. I’ll never get away with saying no, and just to be clear, I’d rather have a root canal without pain medication than go see those dogs again so soon after depositing them into the backyard. No one wants to see Cujo twice; we’ve all seen the movie. I’m not in the mood for a bloodbath.

I look to Sam to protest, but he stands there mute and neutral like the traitor he’s currently being. Come on, Sam. My telepathy isn’t working and breaks completely when Sam says, “I want to see the dogs too,” and picks up a fallen pinecone on the driveway.

I look at my sister. “I guess we’re going back over to the pet cemetery.” She nearly laughs but wisely holds it inside.

“You can’t kill them,” she says.

“Can’t live with them, either,” I mutter, and this time she does laugh.

“Have fun, guys. I’ll be back in an hour.”

“I’ll give you a hundred bucks not to leave at all,” I say, inserting enough sarcasm into my voice to let the kids know I’m kidding. Mostly.

“It’s a dentist appointment,” Susan says. “I don’t have a choice, and an hour is optimistic.”

She’s right on both counts. Dentists are notoriously slow, and Susan never comes back when she says she will. It’s like the extra half-hour is a tax that only big sisters know about, and little brothers like me are eternally paying it.

I sigh and come up with a palatable plan. “Alright, kids, let’s go see the dogs. But right after, I’m driving us through McDonalds. So, if you want to do both, we’ll have to hurry at the Taylor’s house. No playing fetch or asking to give them a bath.”

“But what if they need a bath?” Rowan whines at the same time Sam says, “Rowan, they don’t need a bath.” The brother-sister dynamic is alive and well for all generations, and today, Sam is my favorite. Though Rowan gains bonus points when she succumbs with a “Fine, I want a Happy Meal anyway.” And now they’re pretty even.

“Alright, you better get going,” I say to my sister, practically shoving her into the car before the kids and I trudge back to the neighbor’s house. After another round of Please Violate Me from the poodles—but only me, by the way; they don’t lay a paw on the kids—we take the mutts on their second walk for the day. Afterwards, we head back home, me in a flop sweat with a couple of extra muddy prints on my backside. I change into sweatpants and a hoodie, bag up my designer shirt, and we head to McDonalds by way of the dry cleaners because you can’t rush too fast to save Armani. By the time we make it home, there’s a text from my sister that she’s running one more errand—you know, Christmas babysitting is hard to come by—and just needs one more hour. It’s a lie. One that I fall for every time. It’s a good thing I kinda like this uncle gig I’ve got going.

“Alright, kids, who wants to help me stack firewood?” A duet of groans greets me just like I knew it would until I offer twenty bucks to the first child to correctly stack twelve logs and ten to the runner-up. Then, they both shut up and get to work.

My sister might be a liar, but I’m a master of bribery.

Our parents did a bang-up job raising us.
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Low

I’ve been watching him for a while. He is a walking catastrophe, a clear sign of a man in over his head.

It’s been nearly impossible not to get distracted. I’m now midway through today’s podcast and don’t want any more mess-ups. Critics are tough enough without having them point out a bunch of “um’s” and “uh’s” on my part. And I certainly don’t want to curse accidently. At least not out loud.

But what the heck has he been doing?

First, Nick walked two giant poodles in the oddest way, more like he was stumbling along and struggling to keep up while they were walking him. He ended up covered in mud practically from head to toe. From here, the stains on his white shirt looked like splatter paint from the early aughts, the kind we made from paintbrushes dipped in watercolors and flicked on our walls and clothes. I got grounded for this once when I forgot to cover the carpet with a cloth and wound up flinging red paint all over my mother’s new cream-colored shag, so I know this firsthand. My bedroom looked like a crime scene; I received a month-long punishment to fit the damage I inflicted. Do you have any idea how hard it was for eleven-year-old me not to talk on the phone? I talk for a living now, folks. It was on par with waterboarding, at least in my imagination.

And now, a car pulls up, and a woman and two kids hop out.

My hot neighbor is a dad?

My grandmother failed to mention this monumental detail as well. I can’t date a widower dad. Not that anyone said anything about dating. Still, a niggling of disappointment stings my throat. I massage it while talking into my new four-hundred-dollar microphone while keeping one eye on the scene out the window. All the good ones are usually tied down. Then again, when his kids squeal a delighted hello that turns into an argument that carries on for more than a few seconds, I want to kill the whole lot of them anyway. Including the dark-headed chick he’s now hugging. Is this whole family always unbearably loud? And attractive? Who even is she?

I stare for a beat too long, then forge ahead with what I was saying to keep dead air space to a minimum. This odd group of neighbors is distracting, to say the least.

The woman makes a face and gestures to Nick’s raggedy appearance—and on this we can agree. A few seconds later, she hops into her car and drives away while he and the kids amble back down the hill the way he just came. Two minutes after that, the threesome is back to walking the dogs, the little girl stopping to pick up pinecones on the pathway while the older boy gets wrapped and unwrapped in a leash—the former by himself, the latter with Nick’s repeated help.

Now, I’m not so sure these children are his. I’m growing more and more certain he’s…babysitting? Curious, I lean forward to crack my window open to eavesdrop. After a quiet few seconds—thank the heavens above—the young girl shouts “Uncle Nick!” at the top of her lungs and holds up a weed for him to inspect. All I feel is a curious relief that, yep, he’s babysitting. I close the window to keep the microphone from picking up extra noise and tell myself to get a grip. So what if he’s suddenly and officially single?

He’s also incredibly busy.

In the eighteen hours since we met yesterday, Nick what’s-his-name has gone from a professional woodcutter to a not-so-professional dog walker to a part-time babysitter. Is there anything this man won’t do for other people? I give a little gasp to myself. Because there it is, the thing I was looking for. A prime example for my subject at hand-delivered straight into my lap in the form of the hot dude next door. I take a deep breath and forge ahead.

“And this is what I’m talking about, listeners: the importance of having boundaries,” I say into my microphone. “Take my new neighbor, for example. We’ll call him…Nicholas.” I probably should have veered further away from his actual name, but it’s too late, and it’s out there. “I’ve known him for less than a day, but so far, I’ve seen him put his own life aside to help three different people with various tasks. Sounds noble, right? But does he know how to say no? Does he have a job or a life of his own? Is he so busy helping out others that he has no time left to help himself? Now, let me be clear, I’m all for helping others, but when we start to overextend our time, burnout is a real possibility. Even more dire is the risk of losing our own value—our individual wants and needs—in the process. So, before you say ‘yes’ to things other people ask of you, make sure to ask yourself if a ‘no’ would be a healthier option. After all, we’re not striving for sainthood here, just a nice balance between saying yes and no in equal parts so that we don’t lose ourselves in the chaos of everyone else’s needs.”

On this, I am an expert.

“You need to stay home and help me clean the garage,” said my overbearing mom when I was ten years old and walking out the door for my very first sleepover at the neighbor’s house.

“I want us to go prom dress shopping together,” said my two-faced best friend, who took my favorite gown I’d just tried on to the register and bought it for herself.

“Tell me what kind of ring you could see yourself wearing,” said my no-good college boyfriend, who wound up buying it and giving it to the girl he proposed to the very next year.

Saying no more helps you get hurt less. That’s just a fact.

I pause and take a deep breath to collect myself.

That’s when the word “Sainthood” comes to me again, and I blink. He’s a Saint Nick in the flesh. I barely suppress a little chuckle at my own internal joke. It is December, after all. The time of year when cliché phrases start popping in and out of my head so often that I could string them together to make a festive garland for my Christmas tree. The tree I haven’t bought yet. My grandmother has an artificial flocked one in her attic and told me I was welcome to use it, but I have a personal line and fake trees cross it.

Maybe I’ll look for a place to buy a real tree tomorrow. For today…

“Anyway, dear listener…” Dear listener is a sort of catchphrase for me, one that stuck during my first few months on the airwaves, and it’s remained with me ever since. I like to think the words make me sound like a modern-day Dear Abby on the radio instead of newsprint. Some people don’t agree—like the dads and Brads and Chads of the world who think women shouldn’t be quite so independent as me, and of course, the judgmental Karens who tune in just to tell me how obnoxious my catchphrase sounds. But I like it, and that’s what matters.

I’m also currently the number two most popular podcaster out there behind Glennon Doyle, so that doesn’t hurt. Anyway, where was I? Definitely not on the hot neighbor currently walking back up his sidewalk with two kids in tow. He’s changed into sweatpants that somehow make him look hotter than he did while chopping firewood, which is supremely unfair. They climb into his car and drive away while I wrap up today’s episode.

“…Remember to put yourself first as often as you can this time of year. It’s vital. It’s necessary. No one needs to be a self-appointed Saint Nick or Helpful Holly, especially if, in the process, you help so many other people out that you forget to help yourself. Thank you for listening to The Lowdown with Low Reed. Until next time…”

I close my laptop and stand up to stretch, working the kinks in my back until I hear the satisfactory triple crack from the bottom of my spine to the top. I suffered a volleyball injury in tenth grade that led to a fractured lower vertebra, so sitting for long stretches has the worst effect on my back. I’m only twenty-nine. I can’t even think about how my body will handle this job a few years from now. Probably with a bottle of ibuprofen and daily acupuncture. Or a fifth of whiskey and traction. Take your pick. That’s what happens when you stress fracture your back; even after it heals, it’s never quite the same.

I power down my microphone and turn off my ring light. Even though it’s a podcast, video teasers are a necessary part of the job. There’s no such thing as a “face for radio” anymore, which, in my estimation, is entirely unfair. From the waist up, at least, I have to look professional and put together every morning from nine a.m. to noon, the time it takes to prepare for and air my one-hour show each day. After it’s over, however, all’s fair in work and fashion.

I shed my wool sweater as fast I can, then reach for a pair of sweatpants and an old sweatshirt I bought at the campus bookstore during my freshman year of college. I slide into both, nearly moaning in relief at the instant comfort the outfit brings. Zippers and button-downs are the bane of my existence, even though I have a closet full of both for business meetings, work, and promotions. For now, I’m done with all of it. Polar fleece for the win. I throw on some sneakers and my black North Face coat and matching beanie, opt for leaving my long auburn hair down to help ward off what will likely be an unbearable chill and head for the door. Two hours of editing is still in my future, but right now, I could use a walk.

Just before I reach the front door, my grandmother’s parrot, George, chirps at me from his cage in the living room. This incessant bird never shuts up, and his catchphrase is the worst.

“George needs a shot of bourbon,” he says in the most annoying tone. To George, “bourbon” is code for “cracker”, something apparently my grandmother thought would be a hilarious alternative to a clichéd phrase. It isn’t. Listening to a parrot recite alcoholic humor all day and night is the emotional equivalent of a toddler whining non-stop for candy at a supermarket checkout. Not fun. Tiring. And honestly kinda weird.

“Here, but next time, try to say, ‘George needs a cracker’ like a normal bird.” I toss him two birdseed cookies and sigh, turning toward the door only to hear George say, “George needs a shot of bourbon,” once again. I swear, recording a podcast while a lush of a bird squawks about hard liquor in the background is its own sort of challenge, one that has me closing all the doors in this house multiple times a day lest my listeners think George is some drunk guy I let sleep over to stave off a bender. Between the bird and the neighbor, blocking out background noises has become a full-time job.

The cold afternoon air washes over my face when I step out onto the porch, and I suck in a sharp breath. This might be a short walk, a brisk jaunt to the end of the driveway and back before frostbite settles in. The weather in Rhode Island is no joke, and my thick, humidity-laced Texas blood is screaming obscenities at it. Seriously, this place is built for Eskimos and polar bears, not in-the-flesh humans like me.

The citizens of this town must be half dead.

“Did you say something?” a male voice asks from across the yard, my first clue that I must have said the intrusive thought out loud.

“What?” I ask, holding out hope that I didn’t. It’s neighbor Nick and his apparent niece and nephew, both holding McDonald’s bags in their hands. Of course, it is. I can’t embarrass myself to only myself, can I?

“It sounded like you said something about murdering people from Rhode Island. Or something like that...”

I feel my face redden when the younger girl looks up at Nick. “Is she gonna kill us, Uncle Nick?”

I hesitate at that. Uncle Nick. It’s adorable the way she says it, and suddenly, I forget to be embarrassed, the emotion swiftly replaced with a foreign sense of admiration. But what’s so admirable here? The guy clearly has boundary issues, and I am not attracted to men who have those. I’m not.

Still, I kinda like the way he’s looking at his niece like she hung the moon and stars and all the planets in between. Has anyone ever looked at me like that? I shake the nostalgia out of my mind and work to bring my head into focus.

“No, I’m not going to kill you,” I answer for him. “But as cold as it is out here, I may gladly let you kill me. How do you live like this every day?” I say all this while blowing barely lukewarm air into my hands, so my words come out a bit muffled.

“It isn’t cold,” the boy says, sounding confused. “It’s like, thirty-two degrees.”

The incredulous laugh that bursts from my throat is unintentional but genuine. “You realize that’s an oxymoron, right?”

“What’d she call me?” the boy says to Nick, who busts out with a laugh of his own.

“She didn’t call you anything, buddy. An oxymoron is…never mind.”

I raise an eyebrow at Nick, wondering if he knows the meaning of the term or not. Do lumberjacks know grammar?

“She’s just telling a serious joke,” he says with a wink, not breaking eye contact with me.

So, I guess he does know. I’m slightly ashamed and feel a blush warming my cheeks. This seems to be my most popular reaction to him.

“Serious jokes aren’t funny, are they?” the boy asks, and Nick and I both smile at each other.

I clear my throat and look up at the sky just for something else to gawk at.

“I suppose not,” I say. “What are you all up to this afternoon? Besides walking dogs and gathering pinecones, I mean.”

“Saw that, did you?” Nick asks.

“Yep, every muddy bit of it.”

“I think I managed to ruin my shirt. Guess I’ll find out in a day or two.”

“Yeah, I wouldn’t get my hopes up. I know I live a ways away, but even I couldn’t see many white patches left on it.” When Nick laughs, I bite back a smile. The shirt really was awful.

He rubs his hands together. “Well, actually, we were just getting ready to⁠—”

A car pulls into the driveway then, and his attention is diverted to that same pretty brunette climbing out of the car that I instantly don’t like. She’s beautiful in the way sorority girls are beautiful, intimidating and polished, just shy of accessible, and the smile on his face makes my heart twist more than I’d like to admit. Maybe this is his girlfriend. Maybe these are her kids. Worse, maybe he’ll even be a future stepdad.

Suddenly I get the sense I’m intruding on a private family moment, and I turn to leave. “Well, I guess I should⁠—”

“Hi, I’m Susan.” The woman extends her hand, and I take it. Even her French manicured fingernails manage to make me feel inferior in my opposing dirty sweatsuit and mismatched stocking cap, and I’m normally a very confident person. Where is my bravado? I’m a well-known podcaster, dang it. This is ridiculous. You know what else is ridiculous?

How is she wearing skinny jeans and heels in this weather? Next to her, I look like a frightened turtle.

“I’m Low,” I say, my voice weaker than I’d like it to be. So, I clear my throat and try again. “Low Reed. I’m staying here for a couple of months while my grandmother is⁠—”

“Low Reed, the podcaster?” the woman asks with raised eyebrows, injecting no small amount of enthusiasm into her words.

And what do you know, the turtle comes out of her shell.

Not wanting to be obnoxious, I bite back a smile. “One and the same. I’m working out of my grandmother’s house while she’s off touring the world.”

“I know, she told us.” Susan nods vigorously. “I just didn’t know you were her granddaughter. That’s crazy. I listen to your show all the time.” She looks at Nick with an open mouth while she points at me. “All the time!”

“So, like, you’re famous?” he asks, more surprise in his voice than awe. I shouldn’t be offended, but it’s there a little bit.

“I mean, people don’t usually recognize me around town, but⁠—”

“Yes, she’s famous,” Susan interrupts. “She’s friends with Glennon Doyle!”

I mean, we did an episode together once, but I wouldn’t exactly say we’re friends.

“Who’s Glennon Doyle?” Nick asks, and suddenly, my ego prickles.

“She’s a friend of mine,” I lie. Wow, I’m a fickle thing. “Only the most famous podcaster in America.” That might be a stretch, but apparently, I’m making a habit of bending many truths to suit my situations. What’s one more?

“You’re pretty famous, too,” Susan continues to gush.

As for Nick, he’s clearly had enough. “Okay, we get it, she’s cool. Are you kids ready to go?” he asks, spinning toward the children with his arms open wide. They squeal and lunge for him, the older boy into his waiting arms and the young girl onto his back. She’s hanging from his neck in a way that makes my own head hurt by default, sympathy pains and all that. Also, I want to say that I am cool, but I let it go. Hopefully, the opportunity will knock again.

“I’ll let you guys get back to what you were doing,” I say, once again turning to leave.

“No need. My sister has to get these two rug rats off to piano lessons anyway.”

The older boy immediately groans while the young girl squeals. More of note…his sister? The wave of relief that crashes over me is embarrassingly large, but at least no one here is a mind reader. Another smile threatens to take over my face, one I force into submission lest I look like a lovestruck schoolgirl. I’ve never been that, and I have no plans ever to be.

Much to my dismay, I realize my smile has escaped.

His sister notices and side-eyes me with a raised brow. “I owe you one,” she says to Nick, kissing him on the cheek.

“Stop saying that,” he responds. “I’d watch these kids every day if you need me to. You don’t owe me anything.” The boundaries part of me is erecting walls on Nick’s behalf because no one should ever over-commit to another person, sibling or not. But the soft side of me just felt her ovaries flip.

“Really? Then could you watch them tomorrow afternoon after school for a bit? Just long enough for me to do a grocery run and maybe make a quick stop at the gym?”

My ovaries sputter at the brief flash of annoyance that crosses his features. He recovers with a smile and a quick “Of course” before he pulls her in for another hug. But I saw it. He’s agreeable but not happy about it. Has their relationship always been built on his give and her take?

“You’re a saint, dude,” his sister says, and I nearly choke on air. Saint Nick. Isn’t that what I mentally called him only minutes ago when I was wrapping up the latest podcast? Great minds and all that. Even if she is taking advantage of him. My mother is the same way.

And just like that, my mood dips before it’s pulled back up at the sound of Nick’s protest.

“I’m hardly a saint. The furthest thing from it.” Nick mutters the words with force and a miniscule trace of bitterness that has me wondering at the hidden meaning inside them. When his sister pulls back and pats him on the cheek, it’s clear they just shared some sort of sad story. I’ve never felt more like an outsider and have never wanted to push my way inside a conversation so much in my life.

“Okay,” Nick says to the kids. “I guess I’ll see you two again tomorrow. But fair warning: there won’t be any McDonalds, but there will be both of you helping me clean the garage. So, pack an old T-shirt in your backpack if you know what’s good for you. Remember what happened to Rowan’s new clothes last time.”

The boy named Sam laughs loudly while the little girl groans. “No fair, Uncle Nick. I really liked that dress,” she says with a pout while her mother ushers both kids to the car. A few seconds later, they drive away, a plume of dust rising from the gravel driveway in her wake.

It takes a moment to realize I’m just standing there watching them next to Nick, but at the first hint of awareness, my face warms. One of us doesn’t belong in this cute little family scene, and it sure as heck isn’t him. Still, I’ve got to ask.

“What happened last time?”

He raises an eyebrow at my question before he laughs, his eyes crinkling at the corners in a way I find far too attractive.

“Well, first, she missed the last rung on the ladder and tripped across the garage, where she collided with a paint can and knocked it over. An old gray color that had separated into one part paint and another part oil. Her foot landed on the oily side, and she slid right into it. Landed hard on her backside, and I kid you not, there’s still a Rowan-sized butt mark in the center of the garage floor that I can’t bring to cover up because it makes me laugh so hard every time I see it. Figure it’ll be a fun story to tell her high school boyfriend someday.”

“Oh wow, was she hurt?” My heart pricks with concern at the same time my lips tug upward. Nick is still laughing, and the sound is cute.

“Other than a bruise on the side of her foot, the only thing hurt was her pride and my bathtub. Took almost an hour and a whole bottle of kid’s body wash to get her cleaned up. The paint ring she left behind on the enamel has only just now faded. That kid is a walking accident, but she’s cute.” He rubs the back of his neck and looks at the ground with a shake of his head. “Want to see it?”

My heart sputters because I’m not sure what he’s asking. Do I want to see his bathtub? Like, inside his house? Most likely his bedroom? This might be a good time to remember something about relational boundaries or—whatever it is I blather on about in my podcast. Yes, boundaries. No blathering. Because there is no way I can just waltz into this guy’s bedroom, no matter how hot he⁠—

“I mean, it’s only a garage, but the paint mark is kinda cute,” he says.

My face flames at my own internal dialogue. Presumptuous much? He only wanted to show me a slab of concrete with a child’s paint smear on it. Not all that exciting. Which is why I’m puzzled to find myself responding with an eager “Sure” as I follow him toward the house like a lovesick beagle. If I had a tail, it would be wagging. I mentally whack my nose with a newspaper and straighten my shoulders, and I don’t even believe in that sort of harsh puppy discipline.

He stops walking just inside the garage, and I come up short behind him, my chest nearly colliding with his back.

“There, see it?” He points to the left, and I follow with my eyes, unable to stop the snort that erupts from my throat. It really looks like a child’s backside, complete with a heart-shaped indention and a line down the middle. “Told you it was funny.”

“Someday, she’ll kill you for leaving it there.”

He winks back at me. “Well, someday, she should learn to follow directions. I told her to stay off that ladder.”

“Touché.” I start to laugh but then look up and see the rest of the garage. If you can call it a garage. It’s messy, like a forgotten storage building. Filled with discarded furniture—a rocking chair, a sofa with a bolt of fabric propped against it, and a beautiful antique desk that’s been sanded down to raw wood and pushed into a corner. Two bikes with the tires and kickstands off leaning against the wall. An interior door with a fist-sized hole through the middle. A couple of dismantled lamps and one cuckoo clock. And that’s only what I can make out at first glance. This place is stacked with so much broken crap, I feel like I’ve stepped into a rerun of the television show Hoarders.

“Wow. You sure like to collect things.” Except my wow doesn’t sound impressed. If he’s offended, he hides it well.

He shakes his head. “Only the desk is mine. Everything else is projects I’m working on for friends and neighbors.” He gestures in front of us. “That chair belongs to my sister. The bikes are for two kids across town. The door is for some lady who works at Walmart up the road. I need to get all of it finished and out of here by spring, but it’s been hard to find the time, what with⁠—”

“Babysitting? Dog walking? Tree chopping?” The words are out before I can stop myself, and we both hear the tone of judgment in my voice. But honestly…some lady who works at Walmart? So, he just offers to help anyone at all without discrimination?

He raises an eyebrow at me like I’m the weird one. “I was going to say my own house repairs, but I guess you have a point. So, we’ll go with everything you said.”

I’m chagrined and embarrassed, because what business is it of mine how the man chooses to spend his time? On the other hand, even I can see that his volunteer work is out of hand.

“Do people pay you to do this?” Maybe all this repair work is his job, which, in that case, I can hardly fault him for⁠—

“Nope. I do it out of the goodness of my heart,” he quips. And oh, good lord, that’s just ridiculous. Nobody is that good. Nor should they be.

It’s all I can do to keep myself from launching into a lecture on the importance of putting up walls between yourself and all the ways others can demand your attention. If you’re not careful, you’ll overextend yourself so much that you wind up with no time for things that personally matter. And what is the point of life if you’re always bowing to the whims of everyone else?

No, Dad. I will not carry your drunk self to my car and drive you home before Mom notices!

Even though, of course, I did. Every single time.

I grit my teeth against the memory and say nothing. I’m a lot of things, but rude isn’t one of them. A bit bitter, maybe. Definitely cynical. But not rude.

“Well, I should go,” I say, suddenly wanting to leave before a lecture comes bubbling out of me. It’s happened before.

“Okay yeah, and I need to get back to work anyway.” He gives another sweep of the garage with a flick of his hand. “At the very least, I need to get this sofa finished.”

At the very least. That sofa and about twenty-seven other projects are stacked around the garage. I just nod and look at him, then study the antique desk again, taking a step toward it. “Who is that for? It’s beautiful.” I could care less about the desk other than why he feels the need to refinish it. But honestly, it really is beautiful. I’m not prepared for the way he grows nervous and presses his lips together.

“Uh…no one.” He doesn’t say more, and suddenly I do care. Why the secrecy? He volunteers nothing else.

“Well, I hope you get it finished for…no one. And in record time.” With a small smile of resignation, I walk out of the garage, the steady pound of “tell me who it’s for!” drumming inside my head. My father used to call me a Nosy Nancy, and I hate knowing he might’ve been right.

I despise not knowing things.

“Thanks. I’ll see you around,” Nick says, and I give a little finger wag over my head. “Hey,” he adds, “I keep getting packages delivered to my front porch that disappear before I can do anything about it. Are you the one picking them up, or is someone else?”

I spin around with a hand on my hip. “Literally everything I order is sent to your house. I don’t understand why the delivery driver always gets it that wrong.”

“It’s the senseless numbering system on the houses. According to Andy, that’s always been a problem.”

“No kidding. Who puts odd and even numbers on the same side of the street?”

“Town leaders who can’t be bothered with annoying things like math. Don’t get me started on what happens when you attempt to order pizza. Let’s just say finders keepers in that scenario.”

“I would murder you if you ate my pizza.” Why did that somehow sound suggestive? The stupid blush makes a rapid return.

He gives a small laugh. “Scout’s honor, I won’t. But next time you need help getting a giant box off the porch, feel free to ring the bell, and I’ll come out.” At my embarrassed shrug, he takes a pretend photo with his fingers. “I have an external camera and saw you. The struggle was a real thing with that box yesterday. What did you have in there?”

My embarrassment runs deeper. I dropped that box three times and nearly broke a rib, trying to hoist it on my hip. And that was before it fell out of the truck.

“A new desk chair…and noted. Next time, I’ll ring the bell.”

“See you around, Low,” he says. There’s a finality to his tone that has my stomach sinking a notch or two. The whiplash between wanting to leave and wanting to stay is giving me phantom neck pains.

“See you around,” I say with more enthusiasm than I feel as I make my way down the driveway. Just before I reach the edge of it, I turn and raise my voice a few notches. “But just so you know, if your pizza shows up at my house, I’m keeping it.”

“That’s hardly fair,” he shouts back.

“We’ll call it back payment for me always having to grab my own mail.”

I walk home to the sound of Nick’s laughter echoing behind me.
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Nick

No matter what I try, my mood won’t lift. And the worst part is it’s entirely my fault.

That damn desk. Why didn’t I cover it up like I always do? More importantly, why did I feel the need to uncover it a couple of nights ago in the first place? I never give the desk more than a glance before sliding the tarp around it once again in a feverish attempt to make “out of sight, out of mind” an actual thing. News flash: it isn’t. Out of sight only means you grow more obsessive. The second that question slipped out of Low’s mouth, I wanted to strangle myself. Nothing like being the cause of your own mental downfall and having the aftereffects stretch over twenty-six hours.

I covered that sucker up the second she left yesterday afternoon and have no plans ever to uncover it again.

That’s a lie. I’ll peek at it again today, just like I always do.

So far this morning, I’ve done nothing but work on putting two disassembled bikes back together. The first one was reassembled without a hitch and is standing in the middle of the garage with the kickstand intact. The second—as it typically goes—won’t cooperate as easily. The rusty screw on the back tire needs a few more rotations to be fully secure, but it won’t budge. Consequently, the wheel is a wobbly mess. No kid could ride it safely, and the little girl it belongs to is only six. No way I’m giving this back to her mom in this condition. So, I do the only rational thing I can think of and fling the wrench across the garage, watching as it bounces against the wall and clatters to the floor. And…great. A new hole in the sheetrock. Because that’s what I need, new repairs to add to my growing list of old ones. I’m such an idiot.

What would Sherry say if she⁠—

I stop that train of thought cold before it freezes in place and derails my whole week. The past twenty-six hours have been bad enough already. I don’t need another trip down that mental landmine while the sun is still up. I’ll save that fun excursion for a midnight whiskey like I usually do.

My phone starts pinging from its spot on the workbench, so I walk over to answer it, thankful for the distraction.

It’s my friend Barry, currently stuck at the airport without a ride because the Uber app won’t open. After a “What’s up?” and a few “Uh huh” and “no problems” that actually do feel like a problem, I grab my keys, hop in the car, and head to the airport to pick him up.

For the entire drive, my sister’s earlier refrain of “You’re a saint” plays on repeat in my head. It isn’t a compliment.

Big sisters are a pain in the butt.
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“And then she told me that if I ever want to sleep with her again,” Barry says, “I’d better get home by tonight, or it’ll never happen. But how can she say that when she’s the one refusing to pick me up from the airport? It’s not like I had other options, not when I can’t get any cell service. I mean, I was in the middle of nowhere, for God’s sake…” Barry has complained about his wife since he threw his black duffle in the back seat of my car and fell into the passenger seat with a loud huff. “Obviously, I get that she’s been home with the babies all week, but I planned this fishing trip months ago. Before we even knew we were having twins. What was I supposed to do? Cancel it? That would have affected more people than just me.”

I don’t say that canceling it is exactly what he should have done. Or that for a trip involving two dozen other men, the absence of one wouldn’t have made a difference. Instead, I exit the highway and make a right turn onto Hamlin Street. Two more blocks and Barry will be delivered safely home, perhaps into the not-so-safe arms of his waiting wife, but that is not my problem.

At the sight of his house, he starts to squirm in place, drumming an index finger on the doorframe. “Want to go out for a beer?” he says.

I give a little laugh. “Nope.”

“Watch television at your house?”

“Still no. You gotta go in and face it like a man.”

“I would really rather not.” He shakes his head and looks up at his house just as his wife’s form comes into view in the front picture window. She’s holding a baby, and even in silhouette, I can tell she isn’t happy. “Be glad you’re not married, dude. Must be nice to live however you want.”

My insides freeze the moment his careless words hit, and my vision swims an inky maroon. I click the unlock on the door and make a move along motion with my hand. I’m annoyed. I’m pissed. Either the guy doesn’t know what he just said, or he’s an insensitive prick determined to ruin my day. Doesn’t matter, and I don’t care. It worked.

This day can go straight to hell as far as I’m concerned.

“Need help with your bags?” I ask in a way that communicates I don’t want to help, then drum my thumb on the steering wheel like a metronome keeping track of the seconds it takes him to get out. Anger thrums with a hot threat of tears, and I need Barry to get out of my car now. No one has seen me cry all year—not even my sister—and no one is going to tonight.

“Want to come inside and see the kids?” he offers as he opens the passenger door and slides out to retrieve his bags.

“I gotta get home,” I say, looking straight ahead, squeezing my left eye shut and then my right. In the past eleven months, I’ve discovered that keeping calm is occasionally a full-time job.

“You sure?” he asks. The invitation is genuine, possibly also mixed in with a desire to have backup when he faces his wife—but I’m not up for it. Ten minutes ago, I might have been. Funny how it only takes a handful of seconds for life to turn on a dime. Of all people, I should know.

“I’m sure. I’ll try to come see them next week.” Barry no sooner closes the door than I pull into traffic, the desire to put as much distance between myself and his words as I can in an effort to outrun them. “Be glad you’re not married.” They say words can hurt, but no one ever said this type of hurt is on par with open heart surgery without the benefit of stitches or painkillers. This hurt stings. This hurt never lets up. This hurt wants to bury you in an abandoned grave just to escape into permanent blackness. This hurt just slipped out in the form of two fat tears trailing down my jawline.

The sound of my phone pinging from the cupholder brings me out of my dark thoughts. I swipe at my face with the back of my hand and glance at the message lit up on the screen. “I’m so sorry, man. I just realized what I said…”

An apology from Barry. Short and to the point. Genuine and sincere. The words take most of the burn off the center of my chest. I breathe deeply and force myself to calm down.

The burn fades.

Most of it.
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I pull into my driveway to find that chick Low from this morning back on my front porch. A laugh catches in my throat at the sight of her butt in the air, but the laughter fizzles when I notice the way she struggles to lift a box off the ground. Another huge package was delivered to the wrong address, namely mine. Our local delivery driver needs to be fired; I don’t care that he’s a struggling college kid. All this shuffling boxes between houses is ridiculous.

“Let me get that,” I say when I climb out of the car. She whips around like I startled her, a long section of reddish hair falling unkempt over her forehead. She reaches up to brush it away from her face, and that’s when I feel it. A flutter. A trip in my pulse. A weird, skipped heartbeat or two. A restlessness in my lower half. A knot in my throat that has to be swallowed down. I resent that knot and every feeling that comes with it.

But the feeling is there all the same. And that is something I’m not prepared to deal with.

She’s beautiful.

Why the hell am I noticing?

I clear my throat and work up a joke, something to lighten my own darkening mood. “So, who gets first dibs on strangling the mailman, you or me?”

“Me, one hundred percent,” she says with an eye roll. “Because all my packages are the size of small houses, while all your crap comes to my house in tiny envelopes.”

She’s not wrong. Rowan could build quite the playhouse out of this box on my porch and have extra room for a backyard patio. Which begs a question.

“What the heck did you order this time? This is even bigger than the desk chair, so I can only assume it’s a double-wide trailer.” When she snorts, that dang knot in my throat makes another appearance. I ignore it as best I can, but darn if that laugh wasn’t cute. I move to the other side of the gigantic box. “Here, you lift that side, and I’ll lift this one. We’ll toss it in the back of my truck and drive it over to Loretta’s—um, your—house.”

She frowns. “You don’t have to help me.”

“You have a better idea? Because I could just stand here and watch you attempt to pick this up. It would be more entertaining than what I had planned for the rest of the night, that’s for sure.” She gives me another eye roll and moves across from me, then bends down to grab the bottom of the box while I copy her movements.

“What did you have planned?” she asks with a groan. This box is freaking heavy.

“A beer and a ballgame.”

“Why did I ask? Oh, dear god, I just broke a nail.”

“Specifically, football. And are you okay?” We’re both groaning now. I don’t appreciate feeling weak.

“I’m fine, but why did he put this box on the porch? Walking down five-six steps isn’t exactly easy.”

“I think we’ve already established that our mailman sucks. But we haven’t established what the heck is in this box.”

“It’s a recliner. The one in my grandmother’s office smells like mothballs and bird feathers. I can’t take sitting on it another day.”

At that, I laugh. “So, I take it you’ve met George?”

We push the box inside the truck, and she sighs long and hard. “That bird is a pain. He sure knows how to ruin a podcast. And a movie. And a shower. And a good night’s sleep. And an otherwise decent existence overall. And apparently, in another life, he was a drunk playboy.”

“So you’re saying you don’t like his incessant demands for bourbon?”

She raises her hands, palms up. “What kind of woman teaches her pet bird to say that? It’s ‘George wants a shot of bourbon” every second of the day and night, even when I’m trying to sleep. I have to use a sound app turned all the way up just to drown him out, and even then, it doesn’t work because he just squawks louder.”

I laugh. “Funny thing about that,” I say, knowing the kind of reaction I’m about to get. “The kind of woman who’s actually her thirty-year-old male neighbor. Lorretta had me bird sit this past summer when she went to visit her daughter—your mother, I presume? I got bored just hanging out with a bird all day and night. And you’re welcome.”

Her mouth drops open. “You jerk.”

At that, I cackle. This chick might be a lot of things I wish she weren’t, but I do appreciate her sense of humor. I like it even more when she grins.

“Resident jerk, at your service.” I give an emasculating little curtsy.

“I cannot believe you’re the cause of my current misery. When my grandmother told me about her pet bird, I thought I would get to spend a few minutes every day staring at his pretty feathers, not arguing with an animal about the downside of day drinking. Go over there and teach him a new phrase right now. I demand it. He won’t listen to me. I’ve tried.” She rubs her lower back as though carrying the box made her muscles ache.

“I’ll promise I’ll work on it. You okay?” I ask.

She sees me staring and shrugs it off. “Just an old volleyball injury that comes back every now and again.”

Back injury. Noted. She won’t be doing any more heavy lifting while I’m around. “Climb in the truck, we’ll run this next door, and I’ll give it my best shot with George.”

“Deal.” She does as she’s told, but not without a backward shot at me. “But just so you know, if you can’t train him to say, ‘Low is my favorite person ever,” then the next thing I’ll be dropping off at your house won’t be a small envelope.” She closes the car door while I climb in beside her and start the engine. “Hope you like birds.”

“I do; I just prefer them fried crispy on a Chick-fil-A sandwich.”

She shrugs. “Whatever suits you. I won’t tell anyone if you don’t.”

I laugh and put the truck in Reverse, knowing full well if Loretta could hear us talking, we’d be the ones sitting filleted on a sandwich.
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“Against this wall?” I ask after moving the chair across the room a second time. The wall opposite where we stand is too crowded, and the one connected to this one is bathed in afternoon sunlight—not the best view for reading unless you like a blinding light slashing through your pages.

“Yeah, that’s good. I’ll probably wind up taking the chair with me when I leave anyway, so it doesn’t need to be perfect.”

We both stare at the chair, a brown leather recliner and ottoman that look so expensive I can almost feel my old credit card shaking inside my wallet. It absolutely needs to be perfect. I use my foot to adjust the ottoman a quarter inch until it’s lined up perfectly with the chair.

“Is Loretta still planning to stay gone a couple more months?” I ask, already knowing the answer but suddenly feeling the need to fill all silences with small talk. The obvious solution to quiet my racing pulse. I haven’t been alone in a house with a woman in⁠—

Let’s just say it’s been a long time.

“She actually extended her trip. She won’t be back until late April now.”

My head jerks back in alarm before I can stop it. “But that’s five more months.” Five more months of living next door to Low? You can get to know a lot about a person in five months. Why does this suddenly seem like the worst kind of torture?

She flashes me a puzzled look. “Yep, five more months. But I’m not upset about it. A few more months of forced isolation won’t necessarily be a bad thing. Plus, Austin, Texas has gotten a little tiring lately…”

The way she sighs has me thinking there’s a specific reason for tiring of Texas, but I drop it for both our sakes. We all have issues.

“So, you’ll just stay here until she gets back?” So, I don’t exactly drop it as much as I ask more questions for clarity’s sake. A guy needs to be sure what he’s dealing with when the subject at hand could prove to be a huge distraction. I’ve always had a thing for redheads.

Shame descends at the memory of Sherry’s black hair.

“That’s the plan,” she says, interrupting my private guilt trip. “Someone’s got to take care of that bird, and⁠—”

“George wants a shot of bourbon!” Loretta’s bird chirps from the other room as though it’s capable of understanding English. “George wants a shot of bourbon!”

Low raises an exasperated eyebrow at me. “On second thought, maybe I’ll place my bets and let him take care of himself. If that bird can ask for alcohol, chances are it can pull up a chair and pour it for himself, right?”

“Bourbon!” the bird demands as though he’s protesting Low’s joke.

“That bird is a certified lush,” I say with a shake of my head.

“And you’re the one he learned it from,” Low quips, twirling a finger in the air between me and the bird. “Time to work your magic and undo it. Remember, Low is my favorite person ever. That’s the new phrase we’re going for.”

There’s no way that bird will learn that phrase or any other, but I lead us out of the office and into the entryway where the birdcage resides. As far as parrots go, George undoubtedly has the best living arrangement of any bird in history—at least of those in captivity. His cage is a mini-mansion, complete with five swings and a slide off to the right—do birds even slide?—more branches than you might find on an actual tree outside, and a hammock made of feathers, cotton balls, old bits of rope, and plaid fabric secured to the top of the cage with leather straps. I’m not sure birds need beds, but no matter, George has one.

After only five minutes of trying to get Loretta’s bird to say anything other than “George wants a shot of bourbon,” Low sighs long and slow and walks across the room to the other side of the sofa. I watch as she opens a cabinet and peers inside.

“Giving up so soon?” I ask.

“Yep. I surrender.” The words are muffled behind the open cabinet door.

“You surrender, how?”

She reappears with two tumblers and a bottle of amber liquid in hand, pushing the door closed with her shoulder.

“By getting bourbon. You know what they say, if you can’t beat them…”

I leave George and take both glasses out of her hands, unscrew the top off the bottle, pour two shots worth, and hand her back a glass.

“Join them?”

She raises her glass in a resigned ‘Cheers’ and we clicked them both together.

“Bottoms up,” she says. We lift our glasses and do exactly that.

I drain mine in one swallow.
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“What is all this?” The effects of a second shot of bourbon have fueled my curiosity, and I’ve been wandering around the house. So far, I’ve opened all the kitchen cabinets—surprisingly empty, by the way—stopped by the master bath to find a navy claw-foot bathtub and brushed gold faucets, and opened the door to what I thought was a basement only to discover a safe room complete with concrete walls, stacks of canned green beans, and old House Beautiful magazines. Apparently, Loretta is a survivalist. A survivalist with plenty of prepared reading material. Who knew?

We’re in Loretta’s office—now transformed into Low’s temporary office—and there’s equipment everywhere. Ring lights, a desktop and laptop, a keyboard off to the right, two microphones connected to a single large speaker, and an oversized silver reflector screen standing tall in the corner. I pick up a microphone and say “testing, testing” into it like one does, but it’s turned off. The big picture window behind the desk has a straight shot to my front yard, a fact I never realized. I can see the base of that fallen tree trunk lying next to my driveway, still waiting for me to finish chopping it up. In the three years I’ve lived next door to Loretta, I’ve never come this far inside her house.

“It’s all the equipment it takes to make sure my podcast runs smoothly,” Low says nervously, slipping the microphone from my hand and setting it carefully on the desk like she’s scared I’ll break it. No touching Low’s equipment. I make that mental note to myself. “I need the microphone and speakers for obvious reasons, the lights for filming video teasers, and both computers so that I can record with my desktop while the laptop behind me feeds me questions and notes.” Low stops talking and locks eyes with me. “Sorry, it’s kind of a boring subject.”

Maybe I looked bored, so I readjust my face to appear the opposite of that. “I think it’s fascinating.” And I do. “Tell me more about your job.” My interest is piqued despite my ignorance of the subject at hand. After all, my sister knows Low, so she must be pretty famous. “I’m a virgin to the podcast world.” I immediately cringe at my own careless description. Virgin, really? At her slight blush, I give myself a mental punch.

“Well, I like my job, so that’s the best part.” She clears her throat. “I’ve developed a good following, so that’s another positive.”

“How many people listen each week?”

“A couple hundred thousand, give or take a few.”

My eyes go wide. A couple hundred thousand? Who knew podcasts were such a popular thing? Although come to think of it, I’ve watched every episode of Only Murders in the Building, and isn’t that about a podcast? I think it is. When I get home, I’ll look it up.

“Susan wasn’t kidding. You are famous.”

Low laughs at that. “My name is famous, but not one person would recognize me in a grocery store checkout aisle. It’s a strange kind of fame, but it’s the kind I prefer.”

“You’re more of a loner, are you?”

Her gaze sweeps the room in a what do you think way. “Well, my job is just me sitting in a room alone, looking at a wall, talking to myself even though a lot of people hear me. But in the day-to-day, I often pretend I’m alone, so…yeah, you might say I’m a loner.” She smiles. “I like to help people. I just don’t necessarily love being around them.”

I laugh. I’m a total people person. I like crowds, groups, audiences, gatherings. The more the merrier, the larger the better. Some might say my affinity for big groups is how I avoid personal introspection—namely, my sister. I hate it when she says that. And though I’ll never admit it, I also know she’s right. There isn’t much worse than being alone with my own thoughts.

“I’m exactly the opposite.” I’ll admit that part, I guess. There’s a letter on her desk with an interesting return address. I inch a little closer to make sure I’m reading it right.

“You don’t say…” At her tone, I look up.

“What does that mean?”

She gives a little eye roll. “There’s a constant stream of people coming in and out of your house all day long.” She flicks her hand toward the picture window. “I can see them.”

Touché. When you’re right, you’re right.

“I also like to help people, just maybe in a different way than you. What’s this?” I finger the corner of the envelope and raise an eyebrow. Doubleday. I’m not a big reader, but I recognize the name of a publishing giant when I see one.

She grasps the opposite corner of the envelope and slides it back a few inches. “It’s nothing.” By the look on her face, it is not nothing. I don’t push it, but file it away for later.

“Doesn’t look like nothing.” So, I do push it a little. Sue me.

When she sighs, I know we’ve reached the end of that conversation window. I sit on the corner of the desk and look over at her.

“Fine, you don’t want to talk about it. Then, tell me about your podcast. What’s it about?”

Curiously, she hesitates. Almost like she doesn’t want to tell me that, either. Don’t bigwigs like her love to talk about themselves? It’s an odd dynamic; finding out your preconceived notions about someone might be a bit off base.

She runs a finger up and down the desk. “Um…it’s about setting healthy boundaries, mainly in relationships, but it can also be applied to all areas of life.” It’s a weighted sentence, one I feel myself bracing against for no good reason. That is until she continues. “You might want to consider giving it a listen sometime.”

Turns out my reasons are valid, and my invisible hackles are up. If I were a dog, I’d be an ankle biting Shih Tzu, an ugly one with a snaggle tooth, one that’s been shaved because of terribly matted fur.

“And why is that, exactly?”

She clears her throat. “No reason, really. I just noticed some things and thought maybe you could experiment with some of my suggestions.”

And here we go. Time for the weekly lecture about how I do too much, spread myself too thin, need to learn how to say no more often, and need to quit giving in to the needs of others while completely ignoring my own. It’s bad enough that my sister won’t let up, but I don’t have to be psychoanalyzed by this chick. I’ve known her all of five minutes, and from my estimation, that’s about four minutes too long. Who cares that she’s hot?

Okay, I might care about that. But still.

“What suggestions?” I ask.

Her head tilts to the side. “What?”

“You said you had suggestions. What are they?” Money, mouth, and all that.

“Well…” she stammers. “Maybe you could start by telling people ‘no’ occasionally. Maybe you could practice it on me at first and⁠—”

“No.”

“No?”

“Yes. There, I did it. Now do you often go around lecturing people you just met?”

Her hand freezes on the desk as she looks up at me through black lashes. “I’m not lecturing you. But I have built quite a following of people who think I know what I’m talking about.”

“Meanwhile, you can’t even get along with a talking bird.”

“It’s a podcast about boundaries, not getting along with people.”

“Good thing since my statement still stands.”

“He talks all the time!” She rolls her eyes. “And I’ll have you know that some people find what I have to say helpful. If you give it a try, maybe you’ll be one of them.”

In one fluid motion, I hop off the desk and brush off the back of my jeans. “Or maybe I won’t.” I walk out of the office but keep talking over my shoulder. Maybe she’ll hear me, maybe she won’t. Either way it’s not my problem. “Next time you have a package you need help with, ring my doorbell. But right now, I need to get back to work.” Even as I say it, it hits me that “work” is a broken faucet that Mrs. Peters across town asked me to fix. She’s elderly and can’t get out much, but the reality of the situation pisses me off. “You could start telling people ‘no’ more.” I hate it when I make other people’s points for them without even trying.

I make an angry beeline for the doorway, aware Low is trailing behind me but not caring enough to acknowledge her.

“Nick, I wasn’t trying to tell you what to do, I just⁠—”

“Ah, but you were. And Low, it’s nothing I haven’t heard before.” I open the front door and turn. “A piece of advice? Try walking in someone’s shoes before you try to size them up. You might find that the fit is all wrong, that maybe you just don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Please don’t⁠—”

But I stop listening, take the steps two at a time, climb inside my truck, and drive straight home. But no matter how much distance I put between us, no matter how angry I feel…

I can’t shake the deep knowing inside my mind that Low might be right.
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Low

For the past twenty-two hours, I’ve felt terrible about the way I left things with Nick. He didn’t ask for my advice or deserve a lecture, even if he clearly needs both. He also didn’t need my professional tips for setting boundaries, even if I have several in the forefront of my mind that might make his life easier. Things like, “Stay true to yourself, prioritize time for self-care, reserve the right to say no,” —that last one is his biggest issue. But nothing he did deserved my judgment, and for that reason alone, I’ve wanted to apologize.

Until now.

Right now, I want to murder him. Set fire to his house. Run over his flowerbeds and graffiti his lawn. Is it necessary to pressure wash a four-wheeler at eight a.m.? Has this man never heard of the concept of quiet hours? I’d like to drive that four-wheeler straight into a river. Or over his head. Felt that way the moment I saw some dude pull into his driveway an hour ago and unload it off a blue pickup. From that point on, my blood has been set to boil, never once letting up. Do you have any idea how hard it is to sound therapist-level calm on air when your temper is barely pressurized? I’m about to blow. Give me ten more minutes, and I swear I will.

“Well, dear listeners,” I say in the most soothing voice I can muster, considering my pulse is pounding a Phil Collins drum solo between my temples. “It seems the saga continues. My ever-helpful neighbor is at it again, except instead of chopping down trees, he’s pressure-washing the entire neighborhood. Maybe we should invite Saint Nick to have a sit down with us, what do you say?” Comments start flooding in immediately.

“Yes!”

“Ask him!”

“Is Saint Nick as hot in real life as he seems in my mind?”

“I can think of a few things he could pressure wash on me.”

Okay, that last one was unnecessary.

Even though I giggle a bit.

Still, a niggling doubt about bringing him into this podcast tugs at my conscience because, one, yes, he is as hot as the commenter thinks, and two, if he listens to my show, he’ll be even angrier at me than he was last night. But then I remember that he didn’t even know who I was before yesterday, so the odds of him finding out are⁠—

His sister listens to me every day. Why couldn’t I have remembered that sooner?

I’m in trouble now, so I might as well make the most of it.

“You think I should invite him to come on the show as a guest? Do a little ‘q and a’ to see if we can get to the bottom of his obsession with helping people?” I clear my throat—a podcast faux pas, but I’m uncomfortable with the way that sentence sounded, like I’m heartless or something—and correct myself. “Let me be clear: I’m all for being a helper. Some of the best people I know are helpers. But as is the case with most things, too much of a good thing ceases to make it a good thing. Spreading oneself too thin can have detrimental consequences, such as faltering mental health and feelings of helplessness. And what good are any of us if we feel overwhelmed? So maybe I’ll issue the invitation. Throw down the proverbial fleece, if you will.” I pause, unsure if this is the correct use of the Biblical fleece. Lightning doesn’t zap me, so I keep going. “I’ll keep you posted on my progress.”

More messages swamp my inbox. The sheer magnitude is surprising.

“Yes, keep us posted!”

“Oh, this is so exciting!”

“You think your interview with Saint Nick could be a video podcast?”

That last one is an interesting proposition, considering I’ve never done a video podcast before. Video teasers, sure. Everyone does those. But an entire show centered around my face? Nick’s face? The idea leaves me squirmy and uncomfortable, but I make a mental note to at least consider it. Ratings are already great, but this could up them even more.

“Thank you, dear listeners, for your enthusiasm about today’s show. Please join us next time for The Lowdown with Low Reed. Until then…” I close my laptop and stand, stretching my arms over my head as my spine cracks one vertebra at a time. Satisfying but painful, a necessary evil.

Much like the thoughts I’m currently having about Nick and that stupid pressure washer still humming in the background.
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“So, I have a question for you,” I say, once again finding myself on Nick’s front porch even though I’m not sure he’ll even acknowledge my existence, much less talk to me. That dang pressure washer is still going strong, so hearing me at all might be a problem. He doesn’t look up, so it’s definitely a problem. “Nick!” That garners nothing but a spray of water toward my calf, and I jump back. “Nick!” I yelled louder, feeling a catch in my throat that made my voice crack. He still doesn’t hear me, so I do the only thing I can do. I stomp my foot and give a full-throttle scream. “Nick!”

Of course, that’s when he chooses to shut the machine off. If we were standing in a canyon, my voice would ricochet through the mountains and wrap around the wildlife and maybe split a few trees down the middle…and Nick just bore witness to my madness. The irony of him being a part-time professional tree-splitter isn’t lost on me.

Nick, who is now looking at me like I’m one sway shy of falling off my rocker. Like I’m half past crazy and on my way toward insane. The way things are heading, I should be there by dinnertime. Maybe afternoon tea. Someone pass the biscuits.

He looks annoyed by me. Surprise, surprise.

“Is someone trying to kill you?” he growls. “Is your house on fire? Did George finally get his fifth of bourbon and you’re having trouble reviving him? Because those are the only reasons I can come up with for why you would be shouting at me in my own front yard.”

Well, this just ticks me off. “Those are the only reasons you can think of, huh?”

He makes a gesture like, “obviously.” “Is there a different reason I didn’t list?”

“As a matter of fact, there is.” I glance toward the pressure washer hose in his hand.

He has the audacity to act clueless. “Want to fill me in, or do you just enjoy shouting at your neighbors for fun?”

I barely suppress a growl. “You call this fun? I’m shouting at you because it’s the only way to get your attention, what with you blasting that thing all morning long.” I wave a little erratically in the direction of the pressure washer. “You’ve been cleaning that four-wheeler forever. No one uses a pressure washer this many hours in a row unless they’re either trying to annoy someone or they’re a germaphobe. Are you a germaphobe, Nick?”

Nick’s gaze narrows. “Yes, Low, I’m terrified of catching a disease from my neighbor’s frequent temper. Step back a few paces, will you?” The sarcasm in his voice tells me he is not, in fact, afraid of that.

I stay put. “Then why have you been using it so long? And what is it going to take to convince you to stop blasting machinery through my office window before noon?” At least Nick has the decency to look chagrined. He sighs.

“Did it mess up your podcast again?”

“It’s almost like messing it up is your new favorite hobby.” I put ‘messing it up’ in air quotes.

“I’m sorry. I forgot. I’ve kept the same schedule for the better part of a year now, and I don’t even think about it anymore. Just get up, pour coffee, and get started on projects. I’ll do better to remember in the morning. What was today’s podcast about?”

The question disarms me in its sincerity, and I’ll admit feeling a little touched. “Setting boundaries in your relationships. That’s essentially what every podcast is about. Boundaries are my brand, if you will.”

“Boundaries are your…brand?” Emphasis on the word brand, as though it’s a preposterous idea to have one. Or maybe it’s just the subject matter he doesn’t like.

“Well, yeah,” I say, not liking the sudden need to defend myself creeping into my tone. “Every podcaster has one.”

“Ah.” That’s all he says. One word. One word that can mean enough things to kick start my neuroses into high gear.

“Ah…what?” You can’t give one-word responses and expect to go unchallenged.

“Nothing, just…I thought Brene Brown had that market cornered already?”

This comment. Nothing gets under my skin more, and it’s a comment I’m on the receiving end of often. No one person can corner a podcast market. Can Stephen King ‘corner’ the thriller market? Can Steven Spielberg ‘corner’ the movie industry? Can Colleen Hoover ‘corner’ the romance book market? Okay that last one might be a stretch considering the woman sold more books than the Bible a couple years back, but you get my point. It’s arrogant to assume one person is the master of anything.

Or maybe it’s just my ego taking a hit. Whatever.

“No, she does not have the market ‘cornered’ as you so eloquently put it. My corner of the world is doing quite nicely, thank you very much.”

He smirks, clearly amused by my little tirade.

“Struck a nerve there, did I?”

My nerves are, in fact, struck. But he can’t know that.

“You wish.” I add a scoff that almost guarantees he knows it. It also guarantees I sound like a third grader. “Now, do you want to know why I came over, or not?”

“I’m waiting on pins and needles.” He picks up the nozzle again and makes to turn on the machine.

I clear my throat. “I want you to be a guest on my podcast.”

His hand freezes mid-air, but I see his lips twitch. “Excuse me, what?”

“I want you to come on my podcast. And it’s not just me who wants it. There are⁠—”

“No.”

That’s all he says: no. Normally, I love short and sweet answers, but now I’m annoyed all over again. He didn’t even give me a chance to make my case.

“You didn’t even give me a chance to make my⁠—”

“I don’t need to give you a chance. I already know that I don’t want to be on your show.”

My fists plant on my hips, almost against my will. “Why not?”

“Because I don’t want to be interviewed, especially about boundaries.”

Well, now he’s just being obstinate. “And you feel that way because…”

He lowers the nozzle he’s holding and faces me. “Because here’s how it will go.” He clears his throat and raises a hand like he’s presenting a vision board. “Ladies and gentlemen, on today’s episode of ‘setting boundaries,’ we brought in a guy who doesn’t know how to have any. As a matter of fact, he’s a classic case of being used by all the people traipsing in and out of his house. I know this because I watch him out the window every morning…” He trails off and looks at me. “Am I close?”

He’s so far off base it’s ridiculous. First of all, I never start my show with ‘ladies and gentlemen.’ Second of all…

My ‘second of all’ is struggling to reveal itself.

I cross my arms to hide my impending lie. “You’re not close at all.” When he laughs, my arms fall. “What is your problem? Podcasts are a lot more popular than you’re giving them credit for. Especially mine.”

“Oh, I’m aware of that. My sister told me that when she called earlier this morning. Odd how you both mentioned me coming on your show in the same half hour, don’t you think?”

Oh. That. The glare I had good and worked up slides right off my face.

“Yeah, that’s strange.” My voice cracks at the last word. Is it too much to hope she didn’t mention this morning’s show?

He picks up the nozzle again. “Not as strange as hearing that you gave a play-by-play of my morning routine over the airwaves. Or hearing you referred to me as ‘Saint Nick’ on air to—how many did you say?—two hundred thousand listeners. That was the real strange part.”

My tongue feels dry like it’s stuck to the roof of my mouth. I work to pry it off. “It’s Tuesday. There probably weren’t more than eighty thousand listeners at most. Tuesdays are slow.” That’s my defense?

“Well, thank God for Tuesdays.” He turns the pressure washer on again, effectively drowning me out. When a splash of water lands on the toe of my shoes—not sure that was an accident—it’s clear he’s literally trying to drown me, too.

“So that’s it?” I say to no one in particular unless you count the cardinal perched on a branch in the tree behind us like a Christmas scene come to life. Nick sure isn’t listening. But don’t red birds signify good luck or something? I take it as a sign and smile to my future self despite my current self being freaking annoyed with the guy making a pointed effort to ignore me. “Fine, but I’m not done asking,” I shout into a void of loud buzzing. The chainsaw might have been preferable to this.

With another childish stomp of my foot, I turn and march toward my grandmother’s house. When I make it to her driveway, I glance over my shoulder and lose my footing a bit.

Nick is still spraying that stupid pressure washer. Except it’s aimed at the ground.

And he’s staring right at me.

Well, well, well. Methinks someone might have protested a bit too much.

But when he looks away, I begin to wonder if maybe that’s just my own wishful thinking.
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Back inside, I sink into my new desk chair and spin it toward the window to see Nick still spraying that stupid hose on a metal file cabinet he’s somehow dragged onto the driveway. I don’t get him. Doesn’t he have a job? One that pays in more than pats on the back and atta boys? It’s weird that he spends so much time doing favors for other people, right? Life is about so much more than odd jobs and fair-weather friendships, babysitting nieces and nephews, and walking neighbor’s dogs. I blink, uncomfortable with the stalker I’m currently being.

Dragging my eyes away, I spot that dang envelope Nick asked about yesterday and sigh. I’d nearly forgotten about it—nearly. But now it’s once again in the forefront of my mind right next to the image of my hot neighbor chopping firewood wearing nothing but tight jeans and sweat. I had a dream last night that swiftly replaced the t-shirt-wearing, real-life version of events. Dreams are better, anyway. Real life is what gets you every time.

“We cordially invite you to the offices of Doubleday, New York, on the evening of December nineteenth to discuss plans for ‘The Lowdown with Low Reed’ and its impending publishing agreement titled Healthy Boundaries in Relationships…”

But it’s the last line that gets me every time.

“We look forward to meeting you and your significant other.”

My significant other. The guy who turned out to be just another creep easily threatened by a woman’s success. My “significant other” who broke up with me five weeks ago, the night before this letter arrived in the mail. Two days later, I decided to uproot my life and take my grandmother up on her offer to house-sit. When she first asked me, I couldn’t imagine being away from Josh that long. After his breakup bombshell, I couldn’t leave town fast enough. As it stood, I had to wait three weeks to make it a reality. I spent most of that time barricaded in my apartment, afraid to leave lest I run into him at our favorite market or shared gym. We had a joint membership that blessedly expires around the time my grandmother gets back from France. But that does nothing to help my current predicament.

How am I supposed to meet with the editors of Doubleday to discuss Healthy Boundaries in Relationships when I can’t even keep a relationship going through Christmas? No one breaks up at Christmastime. It’s the natural law of averages. Too many parties to attend that require a date; case in point, the Doubleday thing. Their editors will think I’m a fraud or, at the very least, ill-equipped to write this book. Crazy how you can hold a dream in your hand one day and watch it disintegrate into nothingness the next afternoon. But seeing how I can’t seem to follow my own advice, maybe this is what I deserve.

I push the letter away and watch it fall to the floor.

Much like my career, well on its way to crash landing into the slush pile of failed podcasts.

Healthy boundaries, whatever. I can’t even convince my neighbor to stop pressure washing other people’s crap.
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Nick

The thing is, she has a point. My back is killing me. I’m pretty sure I pulled a forearm muscle swinging that axe the other day, and my sleep schedule has gone straight to hell. Last night, I tossed and turned until three a.m., finally fell asleep, then woke up again two hours later in a cold sweat courtesy of a fever dream that took place almost one year ago. Hazy on the details and many things embellished, but it sure felt real.

We were in a helicopter hovering over the coast of Nantucket, admiring the shoreline and the school of stingrays swimming below us while scoping out a beach house situated on its own private patch of land. An island of sorts. I was snapping photos from the air and making a mental placement map for a future garden, gazebo, and boat dock. That part actually happened. But in the dream, two seconds later, the helicopter’s engine cut, sending the helicopter and its passengers careening toward that same school of offshore stingrays, the sound of screams mingling with the cries of dolphins and the break of the waves, all melding together in a terrified roar. No single sound was identifiable.

Much like the mass of bodies and metal in the aftermath.

That part happened, too.

It just didn’t involve me.

From five o’clock on, I lay in a pool of feverish sweat and tried to shake the memories. I couldn’t. Since then, I’ve drifted from one task to another while nursing a headache, sore muscles, and a foul mood. Susan called first thing this morning and I sent her to voicemail. Barry swung by to say hello, and I hid inside my bedroom. Andy texted to invite me to dinner, and I claimed a low-grade fever. The only thing I want now is a fifth of bourbon and maybe a couple Tylenol. Sucks to know you have more in common with a parrot than anyone else. Then again, there’s a reason that stupid bird sounds like a drunk. I’m the idiot who taught him.

I fill a tumbler with ice. There isn’t much about my house I would consider fancy, but I do keep a nice bar cart at the ready. There’s even a tabletop pellet ice maker perched atop it with a stainless-steel scoop resting at the base. It was a gift for my Sonic-loving wife Sherry, and when she opened it, she⁠—

I reach for the bourbon. For the record, I live my life ninety-six percent sober. The other five percent is reserved for days when I want to forget everything that has happened in the past year. Today is one of those days. Right now, I can’t pour fast enough.

I stop pouring when I glance toward my glass-framed front door and see the top of a woman’s head bouncing past the periphery, the rest of her head covered by a large cardboard box. A couple things about this. One, how hard can it possibly be to deliver a package to the right address? And two, this chick one-clicks Amazon like no one I’ve ever seen. Maybe she should consider putting some boundaries between herself and her credit card. I smile at my own internal joke and return the bottle of bourbon to the tray. You’ve got to admit that might make for an interesting podcast. Turn the focus on Low, for once.

I throw open the front door, not even feeling bad when she jumps and drops the box.

“Hope that isn’t breakable,” I quip while honestly kinda hoping it is.

“It isn’t,” she bites back. “Though the delivery boy’s face might be the next time I see him. This is getting out of control.”

I lean against the door frame and watch her struggle. “Are we talking about his terrible delivery ability or your spending habits? At this point, it’s a toss-up.”

She can barely pick up the box, but she does an impressive job of shooting me a death glare over the top of it.

“Says the man whose panties and nipple cream showed up at my door the first day I arrived.”

Okay, that needs to be cleared up pronto. “My sister ordered those things and had them delivered to my house. She had some sort of infection.” Maybe I shouldn’t have shared that. “And you shouldn’t be going through other people’s mail.”

“I wasn’t going through—” She makes an exasperated sound in the back of her throat. “I thought I was opening my own packages, seeing as it was delivered to my house. I didn’t yet know I was living in backwoods Rhode Island, where addresses are out of order and don’t matter anyway. Are you going to help me with this or not?”

I’m seriously considering the “or not” part of her request until I remember offering my services only yesterday. I take the box out of her hands, carry it down the steps, and deposit it in the back of my truck. Life lately has been one Groundhog Day after another.

“You can put it in the back of my car if you’d rather.”

“I would do that, but then I’d just wind up standing at the window watching you struggle to get it inside your house. As entertaining as that sounds, I might as well make myself useful.”

She rolls her eyes. “Thanks a lot for small favors.”

“All these small favors are adding up to one big one…”

That glare returns to her eyes. “You know what, Nick?”

“No, and I’m pretty sure I don’t want to know. Just hop in your car, Low, and lead the way to the house. I’m right behind you.” I climb inside my truck and slam the door, wondering how I got stuck with such a needy, annoying neighbor. Wondering how my mood went from bitter to upbeat at the sight of said annoying neighbor. Wondering why I’m suddenly smiling. And most troubling of all…

Wondering when my thing for redheads turned into an all-out infatuation.
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“You ever seen the show Hoarders?” I ask. It’s an innocent question that shouldn’t warrant such an unflattering huff from Low.

“It can’t be considered hoarding when everything you own is new,” she protests. “Hoarding is for old things people can’t let go of.”

I raise an eyebrow in the direction of a six-foot mound of flattened cardboard boxes stacked in the corner. There must be at least a dozen, maybe two. Sam and Rowan could build a box fort the size of a Beverly Hills mansion with the number of boxes she’s accumulated in the past week alone.

“I’m putting those out with tomorrow’s trash,” Low says with an eye roll.

“Just pointing out that your buying habits might need an intervention, not that I’m judging.”

“Says everyone when they are, in fact, judging.”

I shrug. “Touché.” I drop the box on the rug next to the mound of other boxes because it seems like the logical place. “What is this?”

“An antique China tea set I bought on heirlooms dot com. Pretty sure you just broke it.”

“My bad,” I say, knowing full well she’s lying. “But what is it, really?”

“A comforter set I ordered from West End.” My face must’ve transformed into “a look” because she gets defensive. “Have you seen my grandmother’s bedspread? I cannot sleep under a tapestry of exotic birds for the next five months. That stupid parrot is bad enough. I was starting to feel phantom wings flapping against my forehead in the middle of the night. Not the greatest sensation for a woman living alone.”

At that, I laugh. She has a point. Poor George already found himself an enemy, not that I can blame her. He’s asked for a shot of bourbon twice since I walked inside, and it’s only been three minutes, tops.

“George wants a shot of…” He’s at it again.

Low growls at his words, which makes me laugh harder.

“I really should murder you for that,” she says to me.

“I suppose you could. Or you could pour some bourbon in his water dish and see what happens…”

She appears to think about it but shakes her head. “As much as I would like to explore that idea further, I’m not killing the bird. Not today, anyway. Ask me again tomorrow.”

“You hear that, George?” I quip, tapping his cage. “You get to live another day.” I gesture to the box and look at Low. “You want help setting this up?” Curiously, her face turns a light shade of pink.

“The comforter?” she asks, and it could be my imagination, but her voice seems to shake slightly on the second word. “For my bedroom?”

It’s a silly thing to focus on, but I pretend to miss her meaning. What does she think I’m going to do, jump her bones on the mattress pad? “Yes, unless you’d rather do it alone. But I don’t have anything going on for the next hour or so if you want help.”

“Actually, I think I can handle it myself. But there is something else you could help me with…”

The statement is so oddly suggestive that I feel my own face start to burn a bit.
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Ten minutes later, my overactive imagination fizzled into a pile of musty attic dust. Quite literally.

“Are you sure about this?” I ask her again. “It seems like a sin if you want my opinion. But we can do it if that’s what you really want.”

“It isn’t what I want, but it needs to happen. It’s been a long time for me, and I can’t let another year go by without the experience. So, help me get it up, please.”

I blow out some air and lean down, then pull the tree higher with all my might. This thing is huge, even by my standards. And I’ve seen some very big ones, albeit none shedding flaky white skin like a bad case of adolescent dandruff. Loretta takes pride in having clean floors. The sight of this would ruin her mood indefinitely. Then again…

“And you say Loretta bought this thing?”

Low groans under the weight of it. “Yes. Which is crazy, considering she’s normally so tidy. Look at the mess it’s making all over the floor.”

I set it down and take a step back, wondering if it’s the flocking or the ten-foot-tall aspect that made this Christmas tree so heavy. It could be the artificial part, which, in my estimation, is practically sacrilegious. Then again, I’m not sure they decorated Christmas trees in Bible times, so my estimation might be a stretch. Odds are they just bought Jesus a birthday cake.

“What do you mean by a long time?”

Curiously, she doesn’t look at me. “The last time I remember having a Christmas tree, I lived at home with my parents.”

I do a double-take. “How many years ago was that?”

And now she’s glaring at me. “You ask that like you think I’m old. It’s been nearly a decade.”

I study her, then the tree, then her again. “And this monstrosity is what you chose to go with on your first Christmas back?”

She rolls her eyes. “Well, I just moved in. I’m tired of ordering heavy things that will be delivered to the wrong address anyway, and I have no idea where one buys a real Christmas tree around here. Besides, pine needles are messy.”

I glance at the floor and smirk. “I see your point. If wanting to avoid a mess was the goal, this flocked thing was the perfect choice.” My pulse sputters when she laughs. I suspect making Low laugh is a hard-fought battle, and I feel like I just won a small victory. My mind spins with ways to make it happen again.

“Fair enough.” She continues to giggle while walking in the direction of the laundry room. She emerges with a broom and dustpan. Fake snow is all over the floor, but before long, a little mound of white begins to form.

“Cadbury Farm, that’s where you’ll find real trees. You can even chop one down yourself if you’re feeling festive enough.”

“Cadbury, like the egg?” She blows a strand of hair off her forehead and continues to sweep, giving the tree we just set up a perturbed glare. “You could have told me this sooner.”

I smile. “Same name, but unfortunately for them, a different family. And I didn’t know today was your scheduled Christmas tree day, or I would have told you.”

She sighs. “I’ve never been to a Christmas tree farm before. That sounds like a Hallmark movie come to life. Does Mr. Cadbury sport a red flannel shirt and the perfect five-o’clock shadow? If so, I demand you take me there now so we can fall in love by the end of the night.” She gives a breathy laugh at her little joke while I fight to ignore the way I don’t like her fantasy of Mr. Cadbury. In reality, he’s a sixty-six-year-old man with a beer belly as round as his balding head, but that’s unimportant, considering I don’t own a flannel anything and don’t have a five-o’clock shadow. I make a mental note to stop shaving immediately, then chastise myself for caring at all.

What is wrong with me lately? Guilt eats at me at the envy that won’t let up. So, I blurt the most logical thing.

“I still need a tree if you want to go with me.”

What the hell did I just say? Go with me? Like on a date?

“You want me to go with you to find a Christmas tree?” She tilts her head like she’s considering it while I tell myself it’s not a date. Absolutely not a date. We’ll take my sister and the kids to make sure of it. I open my mouth to say as much.

“Okay. Sounds like fun.”

I slam my lips closed at her words, ignoring her tiny smile and the minuscule glimmer of excitement that sparks in my chest. First of all, I don’t glimmer. Second of all, I don’t get excited about anything but repair projects and football these days. Third of all…

I’m struggling to find a “third of all.”

“Want to head out after you’re finished decorating this one?” I hear myself saying.

She looks up at the tree with a grimace. “I still need to find the decorations, and I have no clue where to look. Besides, now this tree looks depressing compared to a chopped-down real one from the forest.”

“Not really a forest,” I say. “More of a tree farm.”

She turns to me. “Either way, it’s better than this. Want to go now?”

Now? Right now? My plan to bring the kids won’t have a chance if we leave now. I’m not sure how I feel about that…how I feel about being alone with her doing anything at all.

Even though I’m technically alone with her now.

“Sure. I just need to swing back by my place to grab a saw.”

When her eyebrows raise, and she gives me an impressed look, I can’t decide if the saw is for the tree or for my quickly escalating attraction to Low. One of them needs to be chopped down fast.
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“So let me get this straight. You’ve somehow managed to narrow down your options to an artificial eyesore already standing in your living room, or…this?” A cute little divot appears between her eyebrows as she frowns at me. But come on. This tree manages to make Charlie Brown’s tree look plush and full.

“What’s wrong with this one?”

I side-eye the tree, then her. “Everything. It’s missing half of the back. And it’s leaning to the right.”

“It’s a moderately conservative tree, then.”

I roll my eyes. “Cute. But it’s still ugly.”

“Don’t call it ugly. I’ll prop it with books and face the empty part toward the window.”

“So, the neighbors have to look at it? Sounds real festive.”

“What neighbors? The only person close to me is you.”

“Exactly. Now I’m offended.” A hint of a smile tilts one corner of her mouth, and my insides trip against my will.

“Fine,” she says. “Find me a better tree, then.”

I don’t point out that we haven’t yet found me a tree, but I don’t care. I’m having too much fun hanging out with Low, and if that means we’re stuck here all afternoon…so be it. Cadbury Farm is a quaint patch of land tucked away on the outskirts of town between a national grocery chain and a hardware store. If you aren’t from around here, you’d be hard-pressed to notice it while whizzing by on the highway; even those of us who live here often forget about it in the off-season. They sell plants in the spring and produce in the summer and pumpkins in the fall, but Christmas is when the farm really comes to life. Maybe it’s the twinkling lights, the North Pole archway set up at the front entrance, or the wide array of decorations that make the place light up like a Hallmark movie by early November, but the farm screams Christmas and smells of it just as strongly. Pack the place full of evergreen and peppermint, and you’ll find yourself wanting to stay for hours, much like I’m wanting to do now.

And the fact that Low is here with me doesn’t hurt.

Plus, I’ve already seen the perfect tree. One swipe of a debit card and Low will be loaded up and ready to go. As for said tree, I had it in mind for me, but we can’t always get what we want.

“Done.” I lead her to the tree and stand it upright for Low to inspect. “What about this one?” It’s seven feet tall, as wide as Santa himself, and perfect. The kind of tree that Rowan likes to tuck herself underneath every year, declaring she can watch the lights best from that view. It’s Christmas personified to a seven-year-old girl who dreams of presents and sugarplums, holiday magic, and reindeer wishes. And catching Santa in the act of dropping off gifts.

Low’s eyes light up, and I know I’ve hooked her. There’s a lot to be said for small victories. But then that little divot appears between her eyebrows, and she looks at me.

“But we came here for you. You should buy it for yourself.”

“If it’ll make you happy, it’s yours. Besides, anything is better than the eyesore current trying to pass as festive in your living room. I, for one, don’t want to look at it all season.” When she still seems unconvinced, I try a new tactic. “Tell you what, I picked out one for you, so you pick one for me. Deal?”

She grins. “Deal. And I have just the one⁠—”

“Oh no,” I interrupt her, nodding to the backless tree. “I’m not taking home that joy-sucking thing, so pick a different one.”

Her mouth falls open. “Be nice. It can hear you.”

“Good,” I say. “Quit posing as an acceptable tree,” I half-shout to the fir, honestly feeling kind of guilty for insulting a defenseless, inanimate object. If plants have feelings, I just hurt the heck out of this one. But whatever. I’m not getting suckered into taking it.

Low sighs. “Fine, let’s find another one. But hurry up about it. I don’t have all day.”

At that, I nearly laugh. Because she does have all day—the rest of it, at least. I’ve seen the way she putters around her yard, wandering aimlessly throughout the afternoon after her podcast wraps. She has all the time in the world.

And I’m going to take up every second of it.
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“Okay, well, chopping down Christmas trees isn’t nearly as festive as the movies make you think it is,” Low says, pulling yet another piece of evergreen from her hair and depositing it on the floorboard of my truck. At last count, that makes four. The cab of my pickup smells like a cheap evergreen air freshener, the paper kind they hand out at car washes that swing on a string from your rearview mirror. “Not to mention, it’s a very sticky process.”

I laugh because she’s right on both counts. My right hand is raw where the saw slipped. I scraped my palm on the trunk, and a splinter went through, and sap gathered between each finger, making gripping the steering wheel an unpleasant feeling. I keep opening and closing my fist. Thank God the splinter slipped out easily. Getting rid of everything else might be tricky.

“Yeah, but you’ve got to admit it was a fun experience. And this tree will look a lot better in your living room than the one you have at home. All in all, I think the trip was worth it.”

“Even though you didn’t find one for yourself?”

She’s right, I didn’t. But not because I’m picky or indecisive but because Susan called to remind me that she needs me to take her to the Christmas tree farm tomorrow with the kids, something I apparently promised and no longer remembered. I tend to do that—overly extend myself with no recollection of doing it. I played it off to Low that I just couldn’t find a tree I liked well enough to buy. I can’t have her knowing she’s right about the whole boundary thing. I lack them; I wouldn’t know where to start drawing them. Low’s head is already big enough, and I can’t risk inflating it more. Even if her head is a pretty one.

I realize I’m staring at her and quickly force my eyes back on the road. I clear my throat.

“Yes, even if I didn’t find one myself. I’m sure I will eventually, and⁠—”

“Who are those people standing in your driveway?” Low asks as I turn left into hers. Looking over my shoulder, I see the people in question, and my heart drops into my stomach. It’s a long fall for such an unexpected and uncomfortable sight. Guilt descends at the thought, but I haven’t seen them in months, and I don’t feel like having a reunion now. Not with Low sitting next to me in the truck, not when they might have seen me laughing, and not on the very day that I began to entertain the possibility of moving on.

“Let me guess,” Low continues, “it’s someone you’re doing a project for? Someone who needs help washing their dog, repairing a privacy fence, or repainting their house? Honestly, Nick, I’m not trying to harp here, but you really need to set some firmer boundaries. If you’re interested, I can help⁠—”

“I’m not interested.” The words come out harsher than I intended, but they’re necessary all the same. She can’t help me with this. Not her or her podcast or her two-hundred thousand listeners or her expertise on boundaries. Though, in hindsight, I wish I’d pre-set a few in this situation. Now, nothing can help except personal bravery and my own willingness to face things head-on. Again. “Sorry, but I don’t need help. Not with this.”

Hurt flits across her gaze before she blinks it away. But rather than dropping the subject, she unwisely tries a new tactic.

“I know you might believe that, but⁠—”

I come to a stop in front of her house, shove the gear into Park, and unlock the door. “This is where the discussion ends. I need to drop you here and head home. I’ll bring the tree back later and help set it up.”

When she frowns, I face the front windshield. My determination doesn’t need the chance to crack, but if I study her face, it will. Swiftly and irreparably, and I’ll never hear the end of it. I stare straight ahead. Some things you have to handle on your own whether you want to or not.

“Are you okay?” she asks.

“I’m fine, but I need to go. I’ll see you later, Low.”

She reluctantly nods, then slides out of the car without a word. I should say something. I should apologize for being so abrupt, but I’m too flustered to stick around. This is the worst possible end to the best afternoon I’ve had in recent memory. Why now, after all this time? It’s like we’re tethered to some invisible radar entitled Remind Nick How Much We Hate Him. I’ve already proven every point I can prove. And I’ll never forget.

So why are my in-laws standing on my front porch, undoubtedly with more questions about their daughter’s death…questions I’ve never been able to answer? I wasn’t there, wasn’t around for her final moments on this earth, even if I should have been. Even if I hate myself for it, too.

Even if I have to live with that decision for the rest of my life.
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Low

I came so close to asking Nick yesterday, the words on the tip of my tongue right as we pulled into the driveway. But then we saw those people on his porch—clarification, I saw them while Nick looked on as though seeing two ghosts standing in front of him with pitchforks—and the request died before it had a chance to form. Not the one about helping him with boundaries—obviously that one didn’t go well. I almost asked the other one, the one I’m still mulling over now. The “plus one” one, the impossible one that seems equal parts sad and laughable now. Why would Nick possibly agree to it anyway? He doesn’t know that I’m five days away from self-imploding a longed-for career that has barely even started yet. He doesn’t know I’m desperate. He doesn’t know that for all my bravado, asking a simple “Would you consider being my date to a book-themed Christmas party?” has turned me into the worst kind of helpless coward. What he doesn’t know only hurts me.

I drop the invitation from Doubleday on my desk and drag my feet toward the window once again, feeling like a seventh grader stalking her crush, the one always at the forefront of her mind but never quite making an appearance. Nick disappeared inside his house yesterday, and I haven’t seen him since. Despite his promise, he never even brought the Christmas tree over.

With a sigh of resignation, I walk toward my grandmother’s artificial one and study it. If I squint, it doesn’t look so bad. A little large, maybe, a little stiff for sure, but not entirely unconvincing. Sure, the fake snow seems a little out of place indoors, but it’s still Christmassy, still tree-like. Right? With a handful of the ornaments I found in the attic, I might be able to make it passable. Best tree I’ve had in ten years, considering I haven’t had one at all.

Always look for the upside; that’s my motto.

I’m hanging my third strand of lights when the doorbell rings. A couple things about this: one, tangled Christmas lights are the opposite of festive. I broke one bulb and yelled three cuss words in the process of getting them untangled, then sliced my finger on a box lid while looking for a replacement bulb. And two, of course, the doorbell rings while I’m standing on the fourth rung of a ladder because that’s what life does—comes at you all at once, inconvenient and pummeling, usually when you’re busy trying to get happy.

Therapist, soothing-voiced Low is nowhere to be seen in this moment. If I had a shovel, I’d bury her in a ditch.

With a growl, I descend the ladder and throw open the door, expecting to see that dang mail delivery guy with yet another misdelivered package. Instead, Nick is standing there holding my Christmas tree like an elf on a mission. Except his bulging biceps and general demeanor don’t look elf-like at all.

Darn him and his red sweater that might as well be a plaid shirt.

“Well, look who decided to show up.” Resisting sarcasm has never been my strong suit. “And only…” For extra emphasis, I dramatically mime, checking my non-existent watch, “Twenty-seven hours late. That tree should be sufficiently dead by now. Fa la la la freaking la.” Man, I’m bitter.

“Don’t start. It’s been a horrible two days, and I’ve had it standing in a bucket of water at home. The only thing dead is my sense of humor. Now, where do you want it?”

“At this point, probably at your house. I’ve already started decorating this one.” I point my thumb over my shoulder, and he looks crestfallen.

“You can’t be serious.”

Okay, this just ticks me off. “I am serious. Did you expect me just to wait around for you to show up? I’m in the mood for Christmas today. I want to string lights and hang some stupid ornaments, and I couldn’t very well do that with my tree over there in your garage. So, either help me with this one or go away.” It occurs to me that we’ve known each other only a handful of days and we’ve already argued more than once. It also occurs to me that my foul mood has nothing to do with Christmas trees or lack thereof. It isn’t nice to just disappear on people. Ghosts are only cute in cartoon form. “Where have you been, anyway?”

“I’ve been trying to convince my in-laws that I didn’t, in fact, kill their daughter.”

My anger poofs and collapses right on the tacky shag carpet. There are a lot of flimsy excuses people use to get out of doing things: “I’m super busy, I’m sick, my dog threw up on our cat, I need to wash my hair, my kid has a tummy ache, my wife hates your guts”—okay, that last one is private and personal—but this one wasn’t something I expected to hear. Kill their daughter? Lack of boundaries might actually be the least of Nick’s worries.

“What are you talking about?” I ask, incredulous. Nick leans the tree against the house and walks inside. I close the door behind him and walk over to the sofa, indicating that he should sit. Therapist Low is back but treading lightly. No one dislikes therapy more than those who didn’t ask for it.

Nick runs both hands down his face and leans his head back. “My in-laws, or ex-in-laws, or whatever in-laws are called when they never liked you, and your wife is dead.” I flinch, but otherwise, don’t react. He isn’t looking at me anyway. “They blame me for Sherry’s death.”

I’m reeling at the many revelations he just unveiled. Like, his wife’s name was Sherry. That her parents blame him. Why? What happened to her? That even though I already knew he was a widower, it’s only just now hitting me how young his wife was when she died. Likely, even younger than me. A sobering thought if there ever was one.

“Why would they blame you? Did you do something?” Judging by his reaction, it’s the wrong thing to ask. His head comes up to look at me, his eyes narrowing like he’s offended. Just as quickly, he grows tired, like he’s been fighting the same battle for months, and it keeps turning around to land another punch.

“Depends on how you look at it, I guess.”

The sentence hangs between us, tied to a leather rope, the tension building. What kind of death could be analyzed both ways? I’m afraid to ask, but the therapist in me has to know.

“What happened to her?”

He sighs, long and deep. “Plane crash.” Two words that make my insides plummet.

Dying by plane crash is my secret lifelong fear. Everyone has them, even if most don’t admit it. Being buried alive, kidnapped and forced into the trunk of a car, trapped inside a burning building… The list goes on and on. Things humans fear most, and you’ll see. Mine is death in a plane crash. From takeoff to landing, I still hate to fly. What a horrible way to go.

“I’m so sorry. But…I don’t see how they could blame you for that?”

He shakes his head. “Because the crash isn’t even the worst part.”

A bold statement that’s hard to believe. “What’s the worst part?” I’m afraid of his answer.

His head falls back again. “That I was supposed to be on that plane but canceled last minute because I’m a selfish jerk who wanted to stay home and watch basketball instead. We’d only been married a month.”

It’s an irrational statement—even worse that his in-laws have transferred it onto him—but I see where it’s coming from. Guilt. So much guilt that he wears it like a second skin in his downturned eyes and sometimes pained smile. The way he uses it like a shield, keeping himself busy with other people’s projects, children, and puppies to avoid his own troubling thoughts. More than one person has called me discerning, and this is why. I can read a person’s intentions like other people read paperbacks—sometimes slowly, sometimes in a single afternoon—but I always make it to the end. No wonder Nick acts like a saint. He’s been on a year-long running quest to keep himself from feeling like the devil.

“No one can see the future, Nick. Not getting on that plane might have been a little selfish at the time, but it also saved your life. And for what it’s worth, most men in your position would have made the same decision.” It’s the only thing to say, even as my psychological training screams at me inside my mind. Tell him you’ll listen if he wants to talk. Tell him to lie down, close his eyes, and spill his guts all over the sofa. Tell him you’ll dim the lights and offer a non-judgmental ear. Tell him purging is good for the soul and takes us back to our center.

I tell my master’s degree to shut up and will my heart to take over the show. Being an expert in something means nothing if you lose your humanity along the way.

“I’m sorry, though,” I say. Sometimes, that’s all a person can offer.

“Thanks,” he says. “My head knows you’re right, but I’m still working through it. My in-laws are another story, though. They will always hate me for not being there with Sherry.”

“Maybe, but that just might be the way they’re also working through it. Having a scapegoat tends to help when grief has you trapped in place.”

That blasted training always emerges despite my best efforts. To his credit, Nick gives a sad smile.

“Wow, Low. You learn that in college?”

I swallow at the sound of my name on his lips. “Unfortunately, yes.”

“You should put that on a plaque and hang it above your door.”

“Tell me you haven’t been in my bedroom without telling me you haven’t been in my bedroom.” I was halfway into that sentence when my face started to burn. Right now, my skin is scalding me from the inside out. Bedroom, really? My thoughts don’t need boundaries, they need a whole room to themselves.

“Please tell me you’re kidding.” If Nick notices my embarrassment, he doesn’t address it.

“I wish I could say that.” His quiet laughter rises and falls until it leaves us sitting in silence. For the longest time, no one speaks. Finally, I do. The therapist in me can’t help herself. “Do you want to talk about it?” The girl in me holds her breath.

Nick pinches the space between his eyebrows and drops his hand to his lap. “Not really. You know what I’d like to do instead?” When he levels his gaze at me, my pulse picks up speed while my brain imagines scenarios it has no business imagining. He slams both to a halt with a nod toward my grandmother’s artificial spruce. “I’d like to get that poor excuse for a Christmas tree out of this room and then decorate the one still leaning against your front porch. You game?”

I can only nod. At this point, no matter what he suggests…

I’m game.
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I can’t stop staring at my beautiful Christmas tree. I haven’t stopped since Nick left last night. I’ll admit, he has a way with decorations, hanging gold and silver and red ornaments of all sizes in clusters I wouldn’t have attempted myself. The tree looks professionally decorated like it might be more at home in a Macy’s holiday store window rather than hanging out here with a woman who loves solitude and a bird who won’t stop talking. The dang thing has chirped all morning. Do parrots ever take a second to breathe? Or nap?

George wants a shot of bourbon, he says as always. It’s when he adds, please, that I jump backward, unprepared for the addition of the word.

“Did you just say ‘please’?”

“Please, please, please,” George parrots in a way that seems suspiciously like taunting. “George wants a shot of bourbon…pleeeesse.” Well, this time, it is taunting, but I’m too flummoxed to care. One time. Nick said that word one time last night—as in, “George, will you pleeeesse shut up?”—and this is what the bird instantly mimics? Granted, there isn’t much I say in front of him except be quiet!, but I have repeatedly begged him to quit asking for alcohol. I’ve responded with “no” too many times to count, but the bird has never repeated that word. Of course, he hasn’t. He never listens to me, but one word from Nick and he’s changed the rules of the game.

I shake my head and head for the front door to tell Nick about this new development but stop short when I catch sight of something unpleasant outside my window. I creep toward the window to look out, pull my grandmother’s awful pink velvet curtain halfway over my face to stay hidden and watch.

There’s a woman on Nick’s front porch. Not his mother-in-law from before, but a young woman with long blonde hair extensions, an obvious spray tan, and bigger than average you-know-what’s practically standing at attention begging to give Nick an eyeful. To his credit, he takes a step back and appears to keep his gaze on her face.

To my discredit, I hate her.

Okay, that might be an exaggerated reaction, but who the heck is she? And why is she wearing a pink Barbie-esque miniskirt and stilettos in late November like there aren’t arctic-like temperatures blasting through the front yard? And why does she keep laughing and touching Nick’s arm like she owns that part of his body? And most importantly, why is he smiling at her?

It’s just like a man to smile at a woman.

When he reaches for her phone and types something into it—I’m assuming his number or some other equally disturbing text I simultaneously want to read and vomit all over—I dream of scrubbing that smile off his stupid face. He won’t make an appearance on my podcast, but he’ll do…whatever she’s there for?

What is she there for?

I blink, wondering when I became such a voyeuristic, jealous female. I am a strong, independent woman with an online following larger than anyone else’s in this town and a slew of weekly listeners to show for it. Yet, I’m hiding behind a curtain like a suspicious hermit with an inferiority complex. Worse, I’m spying. Who cares what Nick does with his personal life? It isn’t like he owes me anything. It’s not like we’re dating or something. We’re barely friends. He probably doesn’t even remember my name.

I recall the soft way he said it earlier and the way my pulse tripped all over the sound so that theory is just me lying to myself. Like I’m still doing, considering I haven’t moved from the window. But she’s still there, and I’m a moth to a stack of matches just waiting for someone to light her up.

Speaking of matches.

My eyes flick upward over Nick’s head, and I frown.

Weird.

Something is billowing from his rooftop, like a mist or a low-hanging cloud. But it’s drifting upward—do clouds drift upward? I study it and try to process it, and then a gray streak appears in the middle of the mist. Gray, like a cigarette puff. Gray, like a patch of aging hair in a mass of black. Gray, like⁠—

Like smoke.

Nick’s house is going up in smoke, but he’s too enraptured with Barbie to notice. Honestly, I should just let it burn. Instead, I make for my front door and throw it open.

“Oh, good lord, Nick, would you pay attention?” I mean it like a scold, but say it like a scream. He shields his eyes to look at me with one hand and drops the blonde’s phone with the other. Literally drops it. She yelps as it bounces on the pavement. Watching her bend to retrieve it might be comical if my neighbor wasn’t such a dumbass. Men and their overly stimulated sex drive. “Look at your house!”

“What’s wrong with it?” he yells back while I frantically point upward over and over like a boxer, landing a series of left hooks on an unsuspecting jawline. Dutifully, Nick follows my movements and finally looks over his head. “What is that?” he whips around to look at me before he scrambles inside.

I take off running, too, like the good neighbor I am. It seems men are always needing women to save them. Seems women are usually all too willing. I make it to his front door in record time and brush past blondie, not even caring that I’ve never been invited inside before, not once considering that running toward a fire might not be the best idea.

The first thing that hits me is the smell. What in the world is that?

“Are you running a meth lab in here? Or worse?” I cry out, nearly smashing into Nick’s chest as he bolts toward the kitchen sink carrying a charred object in his hand. That’s when I see the remains of a soot-streaked red and white pattern slashed along the side and a fire burning inside the microwave. You’ve got to be kidding me.

“Popcorn? You burned popcorn?” I open a cabinet door and then another, looking for a fire extinguisher. My throat burns, and I start to cough. Where is the extinguisher?

“I must have set the time on the microwave for thirty minutes instead of three…” Nick chokes out, turning on the faucet and coughing into his fist. There is nothing worse than the scent of burning popcorn. I’ll die on that bridge. His entire house smells like a rotting corpse mixed with charred butter. And unless Nick is a serial killer/cannibal wanted in six states, that toxic bag of popcorn is the unfortunate source.

“How much time was left on the clock?” I cover my mouth with both hands and complain as though my cross-examination skills will help the situation, then immediately start coughing. Air. There is no air in this kitchen. I find the extinguisher!

“Two minutes.” His face is red. He takes it from my hands and points it inside the microwave. After one giant blast, the fire is out. If only the foam could’ve killed the smell.

“Two minutes?” I’m choking. I’m growing lightheaded. I’m waving both hands in front of my face. We both need air. An actual house fire couldn’t be much worse.

Nick flings the extinguisher to the floor, and we burst out the front door at the same time, Barbie looking at us like she’s the one being inconvenienced here. Suck it up, Blondie, I think to myself, and then promptly start coughing violent, rib-cracking hacks.

It’s a sobering day when you realize your personal jealousy is still alive and well even as you’re choking to death. Unfortunately for me, my temper is currently rising from the grave and levitating on the porch. Turns out Nick is as shallow as every other man in existence.

“Are you kidding me?” I ask incredulously through a series of coughs; one arm crooked over my mouth even as the other arm flings toward the woman on the porch. “You’re so busy helping other people that you can’t even see your own house is on fire? You were texting on her phone, Nick. Texting.” It’s harsh, and the emphasis on other people is clearly aimed at the chick standing here, but it’s too late to backtrack. As for Nick, he goes from confused to visibly angry in one point three seconds.

“What were you doing, spying on me? Were you really that bored?”

“If I hadn’t been that bored, you’d be looking at a lot more damage to your house than a charred bag of Orville Redenbacher.” I don’t like admitting to spying on him out loud, but it’s too late for denials. And no one said I was bored. Except I was bored. Bored and ticked off at a stupid talking bird.

“Well, excuse me for trying to help people,” he says.

“Well, excuse me for trying to save your house,” I say back. And now we’re at a standstill.

We’re on a second-grade playground fighting over a bouncy ball, but I’m too far in to back down now. I’m breathing heavily. He’s breathing heavier. I can sense the blonde ricocheting her gaze between us, trying to gauge what’s going on, but I will not be the one to explain. Then, finally, Nick looks up at the sky. Sighs. And then locks eyes with me again.

“Thank you for saving my house.”

I shrug. “Thank you for saying thanks.”

Five seconds later, I realize we’re still both staring. I blink and focus on the porch, willing my frantic heart to slow down. It’s beating erratically, and I’m fairly certain that has nothing to do with a small house fire. A small house fire that’s still stinging my eyes and nose even from outside. Charred popcorn burns like acid droplets mixed with crack or heroine; at least with acid, you can still breathe through the pain.

“So, you know what this means, right?” he says.

My sixth sense braces itself against impending bad news. “What does it mean?”

“I’m gonna need to stay at your house tonight.”

My sixth sense didn’t anticipate this, and I startle. What was that about breathing? Because I can’t do it, once I register what he said.

“Excuse me, what?” I croak.

“Excuse me, what?” The blonde parrots next to me. Weird how I’ve suddenly developed an intense hatred for those birds, even without George thrown into the mix. “You just agreed to be my date tonight,” she says with a whine that might put a tyrannical toddler to shame. Or maybe that’s just my interpretation of her voice.

Wait.

Excuse me, what? I raise an eyebrow at him.

“I’m afraid you can’t stay at my house. Seems you have a date with her.” Did that sound as petty out loud as it did in my head?

“I don’t have a date with anyone,” Nick says. A bit too insistently if you ask me.

“But Nick,” she says. How can a person draw out such a short name into four separate syllables? “You said you would go with me.”

He tears his eyes away from me to address the blonde. “No, I said I would think about it. But only if Mike can’t take you. Have you heard back from Mike yet?”

She cocks a hip. “Well, no, but⁠—”

“Okay, then ask him and let me know what he says. But for now…” he points to my house like he owns the place. “I’ll be over there until the smell of burning skin gets out of my house.”

Burning skin? Wait just a minute. “I didn’t say you could hang out at my house.”

“You don’t have a choice. I can’t stay here.”

“Go ask Andy if you can stay with him.”

“I’m not asking Andy. Last time I stayed at his house, his wife gave me a nine o’clock bedtime like I was one of her kids. Wouldn’t even let me watch ESPN because she could hear it from her bedroom.”

I bite my cheek to kill the urge to laugh. “Why did you stay over there?”

“Because a pipe burst in my kitchen.” He rolls his eyes. “Flooded every room on the bottom floor and stayed wet for days.”

I wince at the phantom feeling of soggy bare feet, even if the bedtime thing is a bit amusing. An image of footy pajamas and warm milk slides across my brain, but I force it away. There’s still the matter of me not agreeing to any of this.

“I don’t want you staying at my house.”

“Okay, then I’ll stay at Loretta’s.”

“That’s the same house!”

“Convenient, then. Look, Low. I need somewhere to stay tonight. Surely, you’ve burned popcorn before. Surely you know how long it takes the aftereffects to leave.”

“Everyone has burned popcorn before,” I mutter. “I can’t say I’ve ever met anyone who attempted to incinerate it, though.”

He gives me a look. “You know I’ll just call your grandmother. She thinks I’m adorable. She’ll tell me I can stay there.”

He practically made my grandmother sound like a floozy. But I know he’s not wrong.

“Fine. But you better be gone by the time the sun comes up.”

He holds up two fingers. “Scout’s honor. Probably.”

I glare at him while blondie says, “Ummm,” and—not to be outdone—holds up a single finger. “So, you’re not going out with me tonight, Nick?”

“Afraid I can’t tonight, Brandi. But good luck on your job interview,” he says. “I really hope you get it.”

Brandi. Isn’t it always a Brandi? But…job interview? I make a mental note to ask him about it later.

“Alright, well, now that your house is no longer in danger of burning to the ground, I’m going home. Maybe refrain from using the microwave any time soon. Just a little piece of advice.” I turn to leave, somewhat dejectedly, seeing as blonde Brandi is still standing there with Nick, but of course, he doesn’t just let me walk away.

“I’ll be over in a few, roomie. And I’ll bring wine.”

Of course, he has to get the last word.

But even as I raise a single finger in a backhanded goodbye, my traitorous heart can’t help but give a little flip at the thought of a glass of wine.

And the guy who’s coming with it.
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Nick

Truthfully, my house doesn’t smell that bad anymore. After Low walked back to her house and I went inside mine, I opened a window, cleaned up the mess made by the fire extinguisher, and noticed things slowly returning to somewhat normal. The scent still lingers in the way remnants of a campfire stay around long after the marshmallows are put away, but I can breathe easier. My eyes no longer sting like they did a half hour ago. If I stay out of the kitchen, I can almost pretend nothing happened. But Low doesn’t know that. And she’s not going to.

I’ll be a good guy and tell her tomorrow.

Today, I just want to be a guy looking forward to the prospect of spending the evening with a woman he finds interesting. The simple fact that I feel anything at all is a marvel I can’t quite process, but I’m trying. When something long dead sparks back to life, sometimes all you can do is hold your breath, hope the flame catches, and wait to see what happens next. This is me holding my breath.

Low answers on my third ring of the doorbell, taking her sweet time, almost like she doesn’t want me to be here. I’m a man without a home, totally displaced as far as she knows. What kind of person leaves someone homeless?

The kind with red hair, freckles on her nose, and bare toes painted gunmetal gray. My favorite.

“Come in.” Her greeting is the opposite of warm and delivered with an eye roll, but I don’t care. I’m here, and that’s step one. I’m still deciding on what step two might be. She sighs. “Your room is down the hall to the left. Feel free to go back there and hang out all night.”

It’s funny how annoyed this is making her. “As far away from yours as you can get, huh?”

“Exactly. And leave your shoes by the door like a good guest. Geez.”

I look down at our feet and slowly pull off one shoe and then the other. “Socks, too?”

“Gross, no.”

I laugh when she spins and starts padding toward the living room.

“George wants a shot of bourbon,” that dang parrot says, snapping me out of the trance I’ve fallen into as I watch her walk. I look at the bird.

“Why did I teach you to say that?” I mutter to him.

“Why did you teach him to say that?” she calls as she sinks into the sofa.

The bird hops around his cage without a care in the world, as I suppose one would from living inside a persistent state of happy hour. With a shake of my head, I walk down the hall to deposit my duffle bag on the guest bed—not a bad room, honestly. If I avoid the tiger-covered bedspread with its jungle theme and obvious nod toward seventies décor, I can almost pretend to like it. The duffle lands with a thunk, and I rub my hands together. Low might want me far down the hall tonight, but I’m sure as hell not staying here now. I wander back down the hall toward the living room. Now seems like a good time to bug my new roomie.

She’s disappeared like a phantom haunting the halls, so I go in search of her.

I find her a couple of minutes later sitting behind the desk in her office, fiddling with a cord attached to a big ring thing lit up so bright I have to squint to see her.

“What are you doing?”

She jumps at the sound of my voice and drops the tiny clip-on microphone in her hand.

“I’m practicing for tomorrow’s episode.”

“I didn’t know practicing was a thing.”

“It’s always a thing. Normally, I do it earlier in the day, but I got distracted saving my neighbor’s house. Also, I thought you were staying in your room.”

I take that as an invitation to sit in a corner chair. “You thought wrong, but your neighbor thanks you. Besides, all those tigers in that room are disturbing. Loretta has strange taste.”

“Hence, all the Amazon orders I’ve been unboxing lately.”

I smile. “Mind if I watch?”

Her eyebrows crease in a frown. “You want to watch me record? No one’s ever watched me record before.” The look on her face is one of abject horror, odd for someone who seems to enjoy the limelight. I mean, the chick has hundreds of thousands of followers. It’s almost like she’s self-conscious. For someone so prolific, that makes no sense.

“Unless you’d rather I not…” There’s no mistaking my confused tone at the end of that question.

She hesitates. “As long as you turn your chair around to where you’re not actually looking at me.” My gosh, she’s embarrassed.

“You’re kidding? Are you one of those people who pretend to be confident but aren’t in real life?”

Her eyes narrow into slits. “I am confident in real life. I would just rather be confident in private. I’m letting you spend the night here, so either turn your chair around or go watch television in the living room.”

I raise an eyebrow and spin my chair toward the wall, too invested in listening to her record than I’d like to admit. I’ve never heard anyone record a podcast before, never even listened to a podcast at all until my sister got me hooked on Low’s last week. Susan is more of a fan that she let on in my front yard, calling herself a “Lowdown” in the way teenage fans of Taylor Swift refer to themselves as “Swifties.” My sister is pushing forty. I was secondhand embarrassed for her. Or maybe it’s considered firsthand when you laugh in someone’s face. Lowdown? Come on.

“Okay, I’m turned around. You may proceed.”

“Thanks for the permission,” she says with a snort.

I can’t resist a muttered, “Permission granted,” then press my lips together and command myself to stay silent. A paperclip bounces off my head, lands on my shoulder, and slides down to my lap. I grin and pick it up, unwinding the metal to the sound of Low flipping a series of switches and saying “testing, testing” into a microphone. And then she starts speaking as though live and on air and not preparing for tomorrow. I never realized that’s how these things work.

“Welcome to the Lowdown with Low Reed…” she whisper-talks into a microphone. Ah, the moniker reveals itself. The change in her voice is so dramatic that I swallow what might have been a loud laugh. This woman is therapist-level calm, a masseuse’s soft fingertips working over an old football injury. Nothing like the temperamental lady yelling at a helpless bird a mere ten minutes ago. It’s drastic, to be sure. But my initial incredulity fades into quiet admiration as she keeps going. This woman knows what she’s doing. No wonder so many tune in to listen to her every day. There’s a quietness to her demeanor, a wisdom behind her perfunctory quips and stoic advice. There’s an electric current bouncing through the room, almost as if it’s attached to the sound of her voice. It’s the kind of electric current that makes you want to join the shock waves for a moment, just to ride the wave for as long as it lasts.

It's that current that has me opening my mouth during a commercial break to say a sentence I’ve never uttered in my life, not ever or likely ever again.

“Okay, fine, I’ll do your show.”

She clears her throat. I feel her stare on my back, and I want to reverse time. Stuff the words back in. Call myself an idiot and launch into a coughing fit that proclaims me sick in the head, sick in the throat, or sick in the gut. Whatever kind of sick it takes to get me out of this. There’s nothing like digging your own grave and watching yourself fall into it headfirst.

“You will?” she asks, awe-struck and high-pitched.

And then suddenly, I mean it. I spin my chair back around to face her.

“Sure. What can it hurt?”

Have there ever been more naïve words uttered in the history of human language? That’s doubtful. But before I can second guess myself further, I’m being handed a script, one that Low clearly wrote before today. She planned this, the little schemer. But I find myself smiling for the first time in a while.

It’s nice to be thought about, especially when the woman doing the thinking is a tiny bit neurotic and a whole lot beautiful.
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Let’s not forget crazy. The chick is crazy. Who cares if she’s a little bit right? I do because I’m here for the argument. We just wrapped up her episode notes, and I don’t like the direction she’s taking. Not the bullet points or even the potential list of questions callers might have for me—that part was fine. I’m just still having an issue with Low’s stance on being a “yes” person instead of a “no.” Saying no is not gentler, no matter how much she insists on the opposite.

“Telling people ‘no’ to everything is not the same as setting boundaries. That’s just being mean.”

“Not if you’re saying yes to things you don’t want to do. Then you’re just being mean to yourself.”

I lean my head back on Loretta’s living room sofa and look up at the ceiling. “You think we should all just go around doing things we want to do? You think yoga instructors want to work out every day? You think teachers want to put up with other people’s poorly behaved kids?” I’m on a roll and lift my head. “You think driver’s ed instructors want to ride in the car with teenagers who keep crashing into light poles? You think Jesus wanted to die on the⁠—”

“Okay,” she says firmly, stopping me with a hand up. And alright, maybe that was me taking it a little far. She rolls her eyes. “Don’t use Jesus to make your very bad point.”

“I thought it was a good point. I thought it was a great point, actually.” I take another long pull from the bottle of Michelob Low handed me a half-hour ago and stretch my legs on the table in front of us. “Just like Jesus, not all of us are happy about the choices we’re presented with. He begged God for a way out just like I—” I stop talking because there it is. I’ve tried hard to keep the bitterness I feel out of this conversation—out of my whole damn life—but it just seeped in through a crack in my otherwise hardened demeanor. My sister claims there’s nothing hard about me, but we both just heard the painful truth. In some areas, at least, I’ve grown cynical. I don’t like this version of myself, though I’m completely devoid of ideas to kill it effectively.

“What did you beg God for?” Low quietly asks, taking a sip of her Perrier, a large wedge of lime floating inside her glass like a glimmering emerald stone.

This is a road I can’t venture down. I haven’t talked about what happened in months; opening the floodgates now would only result in a broken dam and me swiftly drowning in my sorrow. My days are best kept together through grit and denial, busyness, and mental shutdowns.

My nights, though. My nights are when my insides scream.

For some unimaginable reason, my mouth starts moving.

“A way past the guilt,” I say, upending my drink again in hopes the liquid might numb me quickly now, before the pain starts. Now, before the crushing regret kicks in.

“Guilt about what?” she asks. And I don’t even care that this is therapist Low doing the talking. Right now, I don’t need a friend. Maybe I just need someone to listen. Maybe she’s just the passerby unfortunate enough to be on the receiving end of my emotional word vomit, but here it comes, ready or not. There’s no time to grab a bucket.

“About not getting on the plane with Sherry even though she wanted me to go. About choosing to spend my wife’s last moments watching basketball with friends instead of sitting beside her while she was likely frightened out of her mind. About skipping my job for a chance to hang out with friends. I was crunching chips in front of a television screen while her prop plane landed in a heap of smashed metal and burning engines off the coast of Nantucket. How’s that for poetic justice? How could I not feel guilty for that? My ego isn’t big enough to absolve me of responsibility, and it never will be. All because I said no to her. And now you’re telling me that I should start saying no to everyone else? Well, forgive me if I just can’t do that.” I’m breathing heavily by the time my tirade is over, and I’m horrified. That’s more than I’ve admitted out loud to anyone, and I just information dumped all over a practical stranger. That makes me pathetic by anyone’s standards, even my own.

Low wordlessly pulls a blanket across her lap, and I’m suddenly aware of the chill in the air. I reach for one, too, and drag it up my chest, then keep talking.

“Sherry was a stager for high-end homes, and I was the handyman who made sure everything was in working order. We worked for the top real estate agency in the Northeast—Sotheby’s. Maybe you’ve heard of them?” Everyone’s heard of them, hence my sarcasm. When Low inhales softly and nods, I know she’s no exception. “We did every single job at the same time. Sherry staged a room, I helped move in heavy items, hang pictures, replace faucets—made sure all was in proper working order before the houses were listed, like clockwork. But that day…we didn’t work together. We had just gotten home from a trip to Trenton, New Jersey, and I was tired and didn’t feel up for leaving again so soon. Plus, my friends were having a basketball watch party. I just wanted a night off to hang out with the guys. Things don’t seem selfish until afterward when you realize just how selfish they were.”

“It’s not selfish to want some time off, Nick.”

“Maybe for some people, but we hadn’t been married long enough for that.” The weight of those words never gets easier to carry, no matter how many times I release them. If anything, they’re more unbearable as time marches on, especially when you cross the threshold of how long you were with a person versus how long you’ve been without them. When the latter supersedes the former, that’s when despair latches on and chants the mantra that you’re the selfish one for still living and breathing and waking up each day. You’ll do anything to drown it out.

Even taking on odd jobs in hopes that the buzzsaw in your hand will scream louder than the buzzing inside your head. The insurance settlement from Sherry’s death was so high that I could keep the odd job life up indefinitely and still have money to burn. And therein lies her parent’s problem with me, though no one has been bold enough to utter it. Allegations are especially fun when everyone dances around them.

“I remember you said a month,” she says. “And that sucks. But you didn’t want time off from your marriage, Nick. Just time off to watch a basketball game. Anyone else would have done the same without thinking twice about it.”

That might be right, but even knowing something doesn’t make the truth of it any easier to comprehend. Who’s only married a month when death is involved? Sure, there are stories about honeymoon tragedies and wedding venue catastrophes and second thoughts that lead to quickie divorces, but those instances happen to other people, a Ripley’s Believe It Or Not peculiarity that only occurs in the movies or at a New York City pay-to-view venue. A circus act. The fat lady singing. The fire-breathing trapeze artist that inadvertently burns the house down.

Our house burned down in twenty-nine days. A full day shy of a technical month, but who’s counting? I’m counting. My in-laws are certainly counting. And maybe now Low is counting. She’s being too quiet to know for sure, but the judgment in the room sits heavy on my shoulders. Though I’m positive I’m the only one putting it there. For the longest time, no one speaks.

“Do you want to keep talking about this?” she suddenly asks, sitting forward. It’s such an unexpected change in subject that I blink.

“Not really,” I say on an exhale, grateful to be given the option to quit.

Low stands. “Good. Let’s save the seriousness for recording tomorrow’s podcast. Tonight, let’s do something fun. Even though I hadn’t exactly planned on you being here…”

It’s a lighthearted statement, but my pulse has picked up speed at her words. “Low, I’m not sure I want to broach the subject of my wife when⁠—”

“Don’t worry,” she says. “I won’t bring up anything you don’t want to talk about.” And just like that, my worries about tomorrow’s show dissipate. For some reason, I believe her.

“Okay, then what do you want to do?” I’m cautious of her answer. I find Low incredibly attractive; I won’t deny the places my mind and body have gone over the past week since we met. I’m a guy, after all, one with perfectly good vision and an overactive sex drive. But I’d be disappointed if she suggested anything inappropriate after coming off a conversation about my wife.

I needn’t have worried. Low doesn’t suggest anything like it.

Not even close.
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“What kind of a question is that?” I ask. “Of course, we need it. We wouldn’t be making one without it. Then it would just be a…house.”

Low stands on a stepstool in front of me, giving me a nice view of her backside as she peers into an upper cabinet and pulls out spice after spice after spice. Garlic powder, black pepper, onion salt, and cinnamon are laid out on the counter below her. Paprika falls out of the cabinet and lands upright with the lid open. Nothing spills; thank goodness for messes averted. Yeast packets slide off the shelf, followed by a plastic jar of vanilla and a bag of powdered sugar. A tiny white puff rises and settles onto the counter.

“Okay, messy Julia Child, get off the stool and let me look. The way you’re throwing things around is giving me anxiety.” I tap her thigh in a “move it” gesture, ignoring the way my fingers itch to spend more time exploring that area.

She reaches back to swat at my hand. “Julia Child wasn’t a baker, and I can find it myself.”

“Well, calling you the Pillsbury Dough Boy seemed insulting, and I’m sure you can, but I want to try so…” I swat her thigh again, and she swats my hand back. I kinda like this game.

Low makes an unflattering sound and twists at the waist to shoot me a look that has me grinning. “It’s just like a man to think he can do better.”

“And it’s just like a woman to think setting boundaries means never asking anyone to help ever. Get off the stool.” When she hesitates, when her cheeks warm a few shades of pink, I know I’ve hit a nerve. “Ah, that’s your hang-up, isn’t it?”

“I don’t have any hang-ups,” she says. She’s still standing on the stool.

“Except for letting anyone help. You think I help people too much, but you don’t want any help at all. How is that better?”

“It’s better because being independent is an asset.” Still, she jumps down and makes room for me to climb up.

“So is helping people.” Silence descends for a fraction of a second. And then…

“Do you see any up there?” she asks.

“So much for being independent. I’m not even on the stool yet, Betty. Have some patience.”

“Betty?”

“Crocker. Thought that one was obvious.” At her sigh, I start digging around the cabinet. This place is a mess. Nothing is alphabetized or organized by purpose—everyone knows you keep the salts away from the sweets, but there, the onion salt is hanging out by the almond extract. It’s chaos, I tell you. My mother would be horrified. And before you start laughing at my kitchen spice neuroses, organizing spices was one of my many jobs as a kid. My mother owns a cake shop downstate, so my summers involved me covered in flour, making regular grocery runs, and organizing supplies in alphabetical order by category. Flour separated from sugar, bottled oils separated from sprays, savories separated from sweets…you get the idea. It was tedious, but the lessons stuck.

I’m on the verge of ending my search when I spot a small bottle lying on its side on the top shelf, pushed all the way to the back.

“Found it,” I say, giving the bottle a shake and handing it to Low.

She lets out a squeal and takes it from me, turning it over to inspect it. “Thank goodness. It expired last year, though. You think that matters?” She removes the lid and sniffs.

Have more offensive words ever been spoken? “Yes, it matters⁠—”

But Low shrugs her shoulders and sets the bottle down. “It smells fine. Besides, it’s not like we’re going to eat it.”

I frown. “Of course, we’re going to eat it.”

“It’s a gingerbread house, Nick. No one eats gingerbread houses.”

Literally, everyone eats them. I say as much.

“Well, we’re not going to eat this one. We’re going to bake it, smell it, decorate it, and take pictures of it so everyone can see what a great job we did.”

“Ah, the true spirit of Christmas, going to elaborate lengths for an Instagram post. By the way, whose birthday are we celebrating?”

Low makes a face. “I’m perfectly aware it’s Jesus’ birthday, but we’ll debate your stupid point later. What are you doing up there?”

“Organizing your spices.” I’m on the letter J in the savory section and move the Jerk seasoning into line behind a jar of Herbs de Provence. Things are looking better already. “It’s a mess up here.”

“Are you judging my spice cabinet?”

“I’m judging it and your decision to keep all these sugars in open bags. You’ll get bugs storing them like this.”

“I’ll run straight to the Container Store tomorrow,” she says in a way that conveys it’s the last thing she’ll do. “Now, put my sugar away and move over so I can grab a mixing bowl.” This time, she presses her fingertips against my waist, and I’ve got to say I don’t hate it.

I hop off the stool and move it to the side, noting the spot where her fingers touched stays warm, like a phantom lover still pressing against my skin, even as Low moves around the room.
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Expired spices notwithstanding, when the gingerbread dough is rolled out, cut into squares, and popped into the oven a half-hour later, I’ll admit Low was right. This house smells heavenly, like a North Pole cookie factory with Santa waiting in the wings to taste-test the final result.

And me. No matter what she says, I’m eating this thing. At least a bite of shutter or windowpane or a solitary roof tile. Eight-year-old me balks at the idea I wouldn’t. I’ll admit, I was a chubby kid. Thank God for puberty, the delay notwithstanding.

Low had a bag of gumdrops up in that cabinet of hers, along with tubes of icing in three colors that would horrify my homemade-advocate mother, a Ziplock filled with restaurant mints, and red and gold snowflake sprinkles. We dragged it all out and are in the process of making it work, though the gumdrops are hard as river rocks. I made the mistake of biting into one; the Pop Rocks lesson from third grade apparently didn’t stick. Blessedly, this time, my teeth did.

“So, I have a proposition for you,” I say. “In lieu of payment for appearing on your podcast tomorrow.”

“I don’t pay people to appear on my podcast, ever.”

I raise an eyebrow. “This seems like a bait-and-switch situation. If I’d known I wasn’t receiving compensation…”

“You would have done it anyway out of the goodness of your heart.”

“Who says I have a good heart?”

She breathes a laugh. “The twenty-seven hundred projects stacked in your garage, two revolving children running around your yard, and a blonde named Brandi pretty much gave it away.” She lowers a paintbrush she’s using for icing and looks me in the eye with a smirk. “But maybe I’m wrong.”

For a long, playful second, we’re locked in a stare-down…until my pulse taps against my neck, and I look away to compose myself. What is it about this woman that makes my insides short-circuit?

“I won,” she says, picking up the brush again and dipping into a tub of red. Red like heat. Red like embarrassment. Red like the blood current pounding inside my body from all sorts of inconvenient places.

“You won what?” I ask, working to compose myself. “I wasn’t playing anything.”

“We were totally locked in a no-blink competition, and I won.”

“I wasn’t locked in one, so your win doesn’t count.” Honestly, I kind of was, so it kind of does.

“My wins always count,” she says. “Now, are you going to tell me your proposition or not?”

Oh. The proposition I’ve already forgotten about. “Yes. I was asked to be Santa Claus at my sister’s work next Saturday morning. She works at a library and—” The laugh that explodes out of her nearly knocks me backward. It isn’t that funny. Granted, I’m not exactly relishing the idea of looking jolly at this stage in my life—hot, sure. Intellectual, absolutely. Friendly and laid back, I’ll take those too. But Jolly and jiggly, not so much. It is the cross I will bear for the sake of a few happy kids. Namely, Rowan and Sam and whoever else happens to show up.

Low is still laughing. “Why does this not surprise me? I’m assuming you already said yes.”

“I did, but⁠—”

“Of course you did.”

“Sue me for wanting to make a couple of kids happy. Which is exactly where you come in.”

Her jaw falls open when reality dawns. “Oh no, leave me out of it. Whatever it is you’re wanting, the answer is not on your⁠—”

“I need a Mrs. Claus.”

“Then ask Brandi. I’m sure she’ll be happy to help.”

There’s a curious tone in her words, one I find intriguing as well as a little bit hot. Snarkiness is as unflattering as it is flattering, especially when the snark is hiding a deeper, more curious emotion. She’s jealous. I point it out.

“Jealous of what?”

They say the more dramatically a person reacts to a claim, the likelier they are to be experiencing the claim. In other words, Methinks Thou Dost Protest Too Much is a spot-on statement. That Shakespeare dude was wise beyond his years.

“Of Brandi being my hot wife.”

“Mrs. Claus is a lot of things—happy, merry, old, a great baker, extremely patient considering her husband leaves for long periods of time and eats a death-defying diet of cookies twenty-four seven—but she is not hot. What’s your point?”

“My point is, I don’t want Brandi to play my hot wife. I want you to.” That sentence came out all wrong and leaves me feeling uncomfortably guilty, but I’m in it, and I’m not backing down. I may have lost the staring contest, but I won’t lose this.

“As flattering as that sounds…”

“Do it for me, and I’ll be your date for the book thing.”

She stills. Her hands, her breath, her whole body except for her eyes. They look right at me. The tension is thicker than the three tubs of colorful frosting lined up in a row on the table between us. She sets the paintbrush down.

“How do you know about that?”

“I saw on the card in your office and put two and two together. Doubleday wants to offer you a contract, don’t they? But you need a date to make your ‘healthy relationships’ podcast more believable, and from the looks of things, you appear dateless. Feel free to stop me if I’m wrong.”

She slumps forward in her seat, the Christmas cheer from earlier all but absent from her demeanor.

“You’re not wrong.”

“You want to tell me what happened? I’m assuming there once was a ‘significant other,’ or he wouldn’t have been added to the invite, though maybe I’m assuming too much…”

“There was a significant other for almost two years. His name was Josh. I thought he loved me—and he did, I suppose—until my podcast got too big for his fragile ego to handle. He broke up with me a few weeks before I came here on a night I thought we were getting engaged. Said we were too different now, but the only thing different about me was my job.” She shrugs as if it doesn’t matter.

It matters. The look in her eyes, the weight on her shoulders, the sorrow across her back—all of it adds up to something that mattered a lot.

“So, he was just another guy threatened by a woman’s success?”

“Appears that way, though the phenomenon is much more widespread than you might think. I’ve lost a few girlfriends this past year as well, including my roommate who ran off with Josh the very next day. Turns out they’d been seeing each other in the side the second half of our relationship. In case you’ve lost count, that was an entire year.”

“They deserve all the misery they will undoubtedly fall into.”

“One can only hope.” She sighs. “It sure hurts to lose friends, though.”

That one makes my spine bristle because Sherry dealt with it as well. “Correction: You never lose real friends. Instead, you’ve lost one jerk, one back-stabber, and a few females masquerading as friends. Real friends aren’t threatened by success. They celebrate it. So, in my opinion, you didn’t lose much of anything. More like you avoided an even bigger heartbreak in the future.”

She eyes me through long lashes like she doesn’t quite believe my words.

“In what way?”

“In the way that you would have invested even more time in people who didn’t deserve it. The longer you live in a habit, the harder it is to break.”

“Wow,” she says. “Maybe I should use that line in my show.”

“Feel free to use it tomorrow. If you credit me as the mastermind behind the quote.”

One side of her mouth tilts upward, and it feels like she’s given me a megawatt smile. “Noted. Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”

“Sherry dealt in multi-million-dollar properties. The first time she sold a four-million-dollar home, let’s just say her old friends didn’t exactly throw a party. Only one texted to congratulate her. No one called. Average people tend to want you to stay average, like them. Don’t rock the apple cart or something like that.”

“I’ve never understood that expression.”

“Me either. Not to mention, I think I got it wrong.”

“I’m pretty sure you did, but I’m not invested enough to Google it.”

“I think maybe I should be offended?”

“Not at all. It was a decent analogy, even if it was botched.” Low picks up a graham cracker and slathers one side with green icing. “This gingerbread house is sad.”

“The saddest. Except I did take a bite out of the front door, and it wasn’t half bad.” The front door was made from a Hershey bar turned sideways and coated in peanut butter. I haven’t eaten one of those in years.

Low shakes her head. “It’s like you’re a four-year-old boy.”

“No, I’m a man who remembers doing this very thing with his mother and likes to slide back into nostalgia once a year. You don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone, you know?”

“Man, you really should market these inspirational quotes. I hear they’re a hit at craft stores.” She places the graham cracker on the roof and holds it in place for a few seconds. “Sorry about your mom.”

“No need to apologize. She was a good one, but at least I still have my sister. We usually do this together. Between this and the tree shopping, if she finds out I didn’t wait for her, I’m likely to get murdered.”

“My lips are sealed,” she says, and I can’t help but steal a glance when she presses them together, watching as they transform from full and pouty to thin, then back again.

You can tell a lot by a woman’s lips, but the only thing I’m deciphering now is how utterly soft they seem. Like something a man could sink into and get lost inside and⁠—

“But…okay.”

I blink, all at once, certain I’ve missed something.

“Okay, what?”

She clears her throat. “Okay. I’ll do it.”

I’m still at a loss; either that or my brain has temporarily been silenced by raging hormones. I’m not sure I reacted this way about being alone with a girl, even at fifteen years old. Even a few years ago, after I first met Sherry⁠—

I shut that thought down as fast as it appeared. Comparison is a thief of joy or something like that. I haven’t felt much joy lately, but I don’t want any of it stolen before it has the chance to materialize. Then, all at once, it hits me: she’s agreeing. She’s saying she’ll do it.

“You’ll be Mrs. Claus? For Christmas?”

“No, I’ll be Mrs. Claus next July. Yes, for Christmas. I just need you to fill me in on the details.”

So, I do. And then, because turnabout is fair play, she fills me in as well. Which I need, because though I offered to be her date for the book thing, I never actually knew what it entailed—who it involved, where it’s located, what might be required of me. And now I do. And here’s what I’ve discovered.

Of the two options, dressing up as Jolly Old Saint Nick is the less mortifying one.
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Low

“Welcome to the Lowdown with Low Reed,” I say into the microphone, trying my hardest to sound professional while sitting in pajamas, my hair piled onto my head in a topknot so wonky it’s flopping to one side, and only halfway into my first cup of coffee. I overslept, something I never do, and didn’t have time to get dressed before we were set to be on air. As for Nick, he looks like he could get up from this interview and step onto a Tom Ford runway during Paris fashion week, minus the make-up and designer trench coat. I swear he’s wearing cashmere. Who brings a cashmere sweater to a sleepover?

Not that what we did was a sleepover. Not that we did anything. After our gingerbread house-making moment, he went to his room, and I went to mine, except for one unfortunately brief encounter in the kitchen while we both searched for water. Did I say unfortunately brief? I meant just unfortunate. I think. Anyway, I literally bumped into him after closing the refrigerator door—me clad in a thin pair of silk pajamas and him entirely shirtless—of course he was. Needless to say, water splashed on his chest, and I was embarrassed. We did that awkward you-step-this-way-and-I’ll-step-the-same-way dance people do when trying awkwardly to get away from each other, and I hightailed it back to my bedroom. I swapped out the silk for flannel this morning. And because the gods of good grooming hate me, Nick clothed himself in that. I couldn’t possibly feel less dowdy than I do right now. I take a deep breath and concentrate on not looking at him.

“Our special guest today is here by request—namely, your request, dear listener. My neighbor, Nick Masters, who is coincidentally a master of leaf blowers, chain saws, and axes that he uses on a rotating basis, but usually only during my airtime, as you all well know.” I laugh at my little joke. He does not. “Thanks for being brave enough to show up today,” I say, offering him a smile that I desperately wish was topped with a little lip gloss. Sadly, my lips feel chapped, which just adds to the whole frumpy look.

“Thanks for being brave enough to have me on,” he says with a wink.

And now I’m glaring at him because I’m the host. Why would I need to be brave? My suspicions tap-dance their way across the desk, then start doing backflips off the stapler. Maybe this was a bad idea, but I’m already in it.

“So, the issue today and every day is boundaries. Let’s talk about yours, Nick. Or, more accurately, what seems to be your lack of them.”

“Sure.” Nick readily agrees, and now my suspicions are doing handsprings right in front of me. “And when we’re done with that, we can talk about why saying ‘no’ to everything is so important to you.”

I raise an eyebrow. “No is a powerful word.”

He raises one back. “So is yes if it’s delivered in the right context.”

“Name one,” I challenge.

He smirks. “Would you like to go to dinner with me?”

“Ye—” I sputter out before I realize what he’s done. My glare intensifies. “No, I wouldn’t. See, that isn’t hard to say, is it?” It was very hard.

“Seemed very easy, actually. But is it the truth?”

No, it’s a lie. “Yes, it is the truth.” Lie, lie, lie.

Nick upturns both hands in an oh well gesture. “That’s too bad. I really wanted to try out that new sushi restaurant at the marina.”

Wait, so do I! He’s playing dirty, and I don’t like it one bit. But I will not say yes. Saying yes would strip me of my power, make me the weaker of the two of us, and undo all the good I’ve managed to accomplish in the past two years.

So why does no seem like such a defeating word in this context? Maybe I’ll say yes later, once we’re off the air. Yes, that’s a good plan. One I will absolutely stick to, no matter how lovely a yes might sound now.

“I guess you’ll have to try out the sushi place by yourself.”

Almost immediately, messages start to pour in.

“Are you crazy?”

“His voice sounds so hot!”

“Get it girl, before it goes away.”

“I’ll eat sushi with you! I’ll eat a lot of things with you!”

That last one is all sorts of uncalled for, and I move to delete the comment before Nick can weigh in. Of course, that would require someone with super-stealthy hand movements, which I do not have. By the time I pick up the pen I nervously knocked off the desk in my flustered state, Nick is already speaking into the microphone.

“Thanks for the offer, Kim,” he says, “but sushi is really the only thing I’m interested in right now. And if Low won’t go with me, I guess I’ll have to venture forth on my own.”

I roll my eyes at the sound of his offhanded charisma. Venture forth? No one outside of a Disney prince says “venture forth” anymore. He’s not even trying to be not charming.

“Let’s get back on topic, shall we?” I say, swallowing down my irritation in one gulp. “Boundaries.” I tilt my head at him more as an attempt to get into work mode than anything else. I am professional. I can separate my work life from my personal life, even if it doesn’t appear that way now. “What comes to mind when you hear that word, Nick? Just off the top of your head. First thing you think of.”

“Bitter. Someone afraid to let anyone in. A person afraid of their own shadow, so to speak.”

My eyes narrow. I am not bitter. Drawing in a deep breath, I exhale slowly as if to prove it. Are bitter people as calm as me?

“Well, that’s an interesting way to look at things. But boundaries are put in place for our personal good…”

“Such as?” he says.

I blink. “Such as, what?” It’s a weak comeback and an even weaker question, but I’ve never been asked that on air. Prepared speeches are my forte; off-the-cuff responses are not.

Nick raises an eyebrow. Thank God my listeners can’t see him. “Such as…give me a reason to consider boundaries ‘for my personal good.’”

I’m not happy with the way readers can hear the air quotes he put around those words—anyone with ears would notice it. But it’s a valid question. One I nearly have an answer for.

“Because without them, we’ll get taken advantage of. Case in point, we all might have people dropping off an endless array of Do-It-Yourself projects on our front doors because they are, in fact, too lazy to ‘Do It Themselves.’ And then where are we? We’re overwhelmed by an enormous mound of incomplete projects stacked six feet high in our garages that no one person could possibly complete.” A personal example that I immediately regret, but it’s the truth. I let out some air. “There’s an example for you.”

Nick studies me for a long moment as an uncomfortable stretch of dead airtime fills my brain with shouts of “Say something! Say something!” Finally, he does.

“Or…and hear me out…people could be dropping off their endless array of Do-It-Yourself projects because you asked them to. Because the alternative involved sitting at home alone with nothing to do except drink whiskey and wallow in your overwhelming feelings of guilt and grief. So, that’s another way to look at it.”

I swallow, stunned that he went there.

Equally stunned that I never considered this to be his motivation.

And even more stunned to discover my view has been a narrow one. I’ve always prided myself on being open-minded. Apparently, in Nick’s case, I am not. It sucks when a core belief about yourself is shaken, a list of “I would nevers” ripped in half and tossed into a fire while you stand by and watch it burn. My skin heats. My pulse skitters. My mouth won’t work, and it desperately needs to. Careers die by dead air, and I can feel mine dying now. Nick must sense something is happening, because he clears his throat.

“But you’re probably right. I need to practice saying no a little more often.” He nods at me, prodding me to speak. I don’t, so he keeps going. “So, tell you what, you say yes to sushi with me, and I’ll say no to the next person who asks me to help with a home repair.”

A plan. He offered me a plan, and this has me snapping out of it and reaching for the proverbial life raft.

“Fine,” I say, my voice still shaky. “We’ll have sushi, and you say no at the first opportunity outside of picking up the check, which you totally will.”

“Ah, women’s lib at work,” Nick quips with a wink.

“I’m more of an equal opportunity girl myself. You have the opportunity to take me to dinner, and you also have the opportunity to pay for it.”

Nick grins. “And where does your opportunity come in, exactly?”

“I have the opportunity to eat great sushi, or so I’ve been told.”

“This doesn’t seem all that equal…” he mutters into the microphone.

“It is, Nick. Trust me on this. Pick me up at 6:00?”

“No,” he says rather forcefully. “I’ll pick you up at 7:00.”

Six works better for me. I open my mouth to say so but close it when Nick winks.

He said no.

A very emphatic no.

Touché, I suppose.
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In the end, we did go there for a bit, onto the subject of his wife. My listeners had questions—lots and lots of questions. How did she die? How long were they married? How do you move on from the shock of the sudden end of a short marriage? How do you handle the guilt? Nick answered what he could and glossed over the things he couldn’t, but what struck me the most was his openness. He explained that you don’t move on. You live with the sudden end of things in the same way one learns to live with the loss of a limb or a devastating diagnosis: in befores and afters, in what was and what will be. It’s an immediate severing of the old life and a slam dunk into the new one. Turns out not all slam dunks win ballgames. Some break your wrist. Some cause the ball to bounce in and right back out, leaving you flailing and embarrassed to fumble so publicly.

Nick fumbled publicly, at least among the people in this town, this corner of the state. His wife died. Suspicions arose, not about his involvement in her death, but about his commitment to her life. What kind of man chooses basketball over a trip with his new wife? He’s asked it of himself; news outlets and town gossip asked it as well. But the answer was as simple as it was complicated. The kind of man who didn’t have the foresight to see the future. The kind of man who just wanted to watch a ballgame with friends. The kind of man who remains wracked with guilt over that decision while simultaneously grateful to be alive, judgment notwithstanding.

He is the kind of man who volunteers his time to the whole town because he has something to prove. They need him. His life isn’t a waste. He’s a giver, and who can hate a giver? Aside from himself, that is. Turns out self-hatred doesn’t fade easily even when you want it to.

But it can, with the help of people determined to show you that hate is a wasted emotion when weighed against the fragility of life.

Life is short. For people like Nick, helping people makes the time we have a little more fulfilling.
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“You know what I’ve decided?” I ask, taking a long drink of water to cool the burn from the dollop of wasabi I just mistakenly downed. It’s all I can do not to sneeze from the heating sensation traveling to my sinus cavities. Why does wasabi burn even the places it doesn’t touch? I take another drink.

“What have you decided?” Nick asks, dipping his dragon roll in soy sauce like a civilized person. I don’t see him reaching for water.

“That I don’t really like sushi.” I pull apart a roll and take out the bit of crab, then roll it back up and dip the piece in soy sauce. My chopstick skills are on point. “I mean, it’s alright, but ten times out of ten, I’d rather have a steak.”

Nick looks at me like I’ve grown an extra head. “You could have said that when I asked you out on a sushi date on air. ‘Actually, Nick, how about we have steak? Or chicken? Or anything but sushi.’ I mean, it would have made sense to me.” He pops a piece of salmon in his mouth.

I make a face at the seaweed and eat it anyway. Seaweed is chewy. Also, seaweed is seaweed, and that freaks me out a little. What human in history plucked a strip of seaweed out of the ocean and thought, “This might be good with a little rice,” and whipped it up? I take another long drink of water and consider ordering Saki just to get the taste out of my mouth. I’m still mulling over the idea when something occurs to me.

“So, this is a date?” I command myself not to grin but start doing it anyway.

“It’s sort of a date. Maybe.” He glances my way, and a corner of his mouth tilts. “Still trying to decide.”

“Well, what would make it actually a date then?” I ask, using a napkin to wipe away a drop of soy sauce that dropped to my lap. Praise be to the makers of black denim. They saw my mess-making ways long before I did.

“I’ll let you know after I see you in that cute Santa suit.” He gives a single laugh like it’s the most amusing thing he’s ever said. I haven’t known him long, but I’m positive it’s not. I give him a look.

“It’s Mrs. Claus to you, and my outfit better not be cute.”

“Trust me, it’s cute,” he says around another bite of sushi. The grin he levels my way would have a dozen girls clamoring to be his fake wife for an afternoon. Sadly, I’m smug about being the one he asked.

“Why on earth did I agree to this?”

“You didn’t have a choice since you needed a date for your book thing.”

“My ‘book thing’ is this Saturday night. Don’t forget.”

“Oh, I won’t forget.” He winks. “I’m already thinking about what to wear.”

“A suit,” I say. “And not a Santa one.” He laughs, and the sound is musical. I’m trying to remember the moment he went from being my grandmother’s annoying neighbor to someone who captivates me. I’m also wondering how it happened so quickly.

“It definitely won’t be a Santa one.” He raises a hand to summon the waiter. “It’s a three-hour drive, so I’ll pick you up at 2:00.”

And since turnabout is fair play, I shake my head. “Pick me up at 1:00. I want Starbucks and donuts on the way out.”

“You’re a cheap date.”

My stomach does a quick dive and flip at the word date. “Oh, that’s just on the way there. I haven’t told you everything I want on the way back.”

He smiles at me. “Can’t wait to find out.”

I smile back, knowing deep down the time he shows up hardly matters, nor the food or what he wears or even what I wear, for that matter. Turns out I’m suddenly more excited about the date than about the prospects of a publishing contract.

Time changes things when you least expect it, especially when you’re having too much fun to notice.
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Nick

My sister called to see how I was doing. I answer that I’m okay, but I’m not sure it’s the truth. The longer I stare at my hand, the more uncertain I become.

I’ve worn my wedding ring every second of the day and night since Sherry and I got married. Even before that day, I regularly opened the velvet black box it sat inside to stare at the gold band ringed in tiny diamonds, counting the seconds until Sherry could slip it on my finger and stake her forever claim to me. I was eager and willing, a romantic through and through who dreamed of dogs and a house and kids and a wooden playset in the backyard I would build with my own hands. My sister had two children, and I wanted to add a cousin or two to the mix. Boys, girls, it didn’t matter. We would be happy, and I saw no end to the dreaming.

The cruel end nearly butted up to the blissful beginning, smashing up our lives in less time than it takes for retirees to take a long-saved-for Mediterranean cruise. By the proverbial third excursion, I was reeling from funeral planning, wondering how my life had nosedived into nothingness so quickly. I’m still wondering. Deep inside, I’m aware I might be reeling forever. But in the last month, the freefall has slowed. They say to sit with your grief for a year before making any drastic changes, and today marks the first anniversary since my wife’s death. I didn’t mention that fact when I agreed to go with Low to tonight’s dinner, but I knew it when I first glanced at the invitation on the desk in her office. That might even be what spurred my interest in the first place. A very pointed distraction.

December nineteenth.

Exactly one year since Sherry’s plane went down, the flight I should have been on, the day I should have died too—and would have had I been a better husband. I’ve spent a solid year telling myself this very thing, but only now am I beginning to wonder if maybe I stayed behind for a reason. A selfish decision for sure, but maybe, like any other emotion, selfishness has the potential to be redeemed. Maybe…just maybe…it’s being redeemed right now.

With a heart both heavy and hopeful, I slip the wedding ring off my ring finger and place it gingerly back inside the box. It seems almost unfair that it spent so little time outside of this space, like turning over the keys to a quick foreclosure or burying a sickly puppy. Such a tiny shot at life, only to be snuffed out so soon. My marriage ended before it had a chance to begin. This ring was created for a purpose only to be returned to being just a gold circle inside a tiny box, waiting for someone to reclaim it. Unfair to all involved. Mainly to Sherry and partially to me. Deep down, I know I’ll never completely let it go.

I close the lid and brace myself for the tears that don’t come.

Maybe I’ve cried enough already in the span of fifty-two long weeks.

With a sigh, I return the box to the top drawer of my dresser and reach for my suit. It’s new. It’s Armani. It’s been tailored to fit perfectly. My old one—the black Michael Kors I wore to my wedding and subsequently to Sherry’s funeral, needed to be retired, so I donated it to Goodwill last week. I bought this one the day after I saw that invitation at Low’s house, certain I would need it for something. Hoping I would need it for this. Turns out I was right, and I can’t help but smile.

Sherry liked the way I looked in a suit. Here’s to hoping Low feels the same.

As I brush off the coat and look at my reflection in the mirror, there’s one thing I know for sure.

The local handyman sure knows how to clean up.
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Low seems to agree. I see it in the way her eyes dart from my eyes to my chest to my hair to my eyes again, all in the span of two seconds when she answers the door. This is a woman who likes what she sees, which is all sorts of coincidental. As I stare back at her, I’m a man who knows exactly how she feels.

Because the sweatpants-wearing podcaster has turned into a sexy, gorgeous goddess in a single afternoon. I caught sight of Low earlier today carrying another package inside her house that she must have plucked off my front porch, and she sure as hell didn’t look like this. She’s wearing a gold strapless number that hugs her curves in all the good places, then falls away to sheer layers around her legs in a way that leaves a lot to the imagination, which is not a problem because my imagination enjoys working overtime. Low has always been beautiful, but this. The way she looks now leaves me speechless and transfixed, wide-eyed and dry-mouthed. Not the best combination when you’re trying to make a good impression. Then again, from the look still affixed to her face, maybe I already made a great one.

“You look beautiful,” I say. Honesty is the best policy, and in this case, it’s the truth.

“So do you,” she says. There’s an awe in her tone that I like, and my ego puffs up. Inside my mind, I see Sherry give me a nod of approval, and my ego settles into place. There’s nothing like an old memory to make you feel grateful for the present. “Are you ready to go?” She reaches for her coat, and I help her slip it on.

“I’m ready. Are you?” I mean for the night ahead, for the possibility of a book deal.

She walks down the steps and I follow her to my car, then open the door for her to climb inside. “I think so?” she says when I slide behind the wheel and close my door. “I’m nervous. Completely out of my element. But I’m as ready as I can be.”

“You’re not out of your element. For today, remember that you are the element. You’re Low Reed, and they want to work with you. All you need to do is help them pull the proverbial trigger. And I’ll be there to see that it gets done, so just tell me what you need, and I’ll do it.”

“It’s what you’re best at,” she says with a smile. For the first time, it’s said without judgment or criticism. The words are appreciative as if she couldn’t do this without me. Thank God she doesn’t have to.

I smile back. “Helping out is what I’m best at. All you had to do was ask.”

“Turns out I’m the one who needed the lesson.”

At that moment, my phone rang. The caller is on speaker and begins to talk at the same time I say hello.

“Nick, I need your help.” It’s Andy, my neighbor, and he sounds frantic.

“What’s the matter?” I ask, my sudden nerves thrusting me forward in my seat. Andy is rarely rattled but seems to be now. I grip the steering wheel and look for a place to turn around and drive to Andy’s house.

“I can’t get my television to work. The channel is stuck on Wheel of Fortune, but the wife wants to watch a movie on Netflix. Can you fix it real quick? You can stay and watch with us if you’d like to.”

With a sigh of relief, I feel myself relax. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t hesitate to help. I’d probably drive over with a couple of beers in tow, fix the channel—which is probably just a case of his remote needing new batteries—and sit back to watch whatever rom-com his wife is in the mood for. But these aren’t normal circumstances. Tonight is special, and I’ve set it aside for Low.

Low, who has managed to teach me a valuable lesson in life, even if I balked against it at first. They say friction is what creates diamonds, and lord knows Low has given me a master class in friction these last few weeks. It’s been uncomfortable and itchy, and I haven’t appreciated it one bit.

But now I do. Suddenly and thoroughly, I do.

“I’m afraid I can’t today, Andy,” I say into the phone. “I have somewhere to be.” The silence on the other end of the line tells me Andy is dealing with a little friction himself. It isn’t an answer he’s accustomed to receiving, at least not from me. “But if you don’t have it solved by tomorrow, I’ll be happy to come help you then.” I tell him to replace the batteries, restart the router, and if all else fails, give the television a good slap on the upper right corner—all things that have worked for me before. He says that he will, and we hang up. Next to me, Low is silent. So silent that I can almost hear the screams of victory currently happening inside her mind.

I look her way and shrug, only to see her grinning at me.

“I guess we both had a lesson to learn.”

We alternate between conversation and silence for the rest of the drive. Time moves at warped speed as it does when the company is comfortable. Familiar. Welcome.

A few hours later, I swing the car into the parking lot, and we make our way inside the building.

[image: ]


I’ve seen three suits identical to mine since we got here and one dress like Low’s, albeit in pink. I’ve seen Botox and facelifts that would scare small children and highlights so white they practically glow in the dark. I’ve seen more diamonds than celebrities wear at the Met Gala, and I saw Paris Hilton dance through the room with a martini in hand. Now that she’s a mom, she’s rumored to be penning a children’s book.

This place is crawling with money. Loaded with high rollers and socialites. Packed with name-droppers and suck-uppers. And we’re not leaving here until Low gets a contract.

I spot the leader of the whole pack—Doubleday’s editor-at-large—and make a beeline in her direction. This woman looks friendly and not at all unapproachable, so I offer a handshake and a smile I can only hope works. It’s what I’m here for, to help sell the attributes of Low. It’s the deal we made, and I’m keeping up my end of the bargain.

“Hello, Ms. Simpson. I’m Nick Masters, Low Reed’s…boyfriend.” I didn’t mean to stumble over the last word, but Low chose that moment to appear at my side. Seeing her causes my nerves to trip and short-circuit, and boyfriend is the word that escapes. Date. Date would have been better. From the surprised look on Low’s face, boyfriend was an overreach.

From the delighted smile on Ms. Simpson’s face, she already knows who I am.

“Nick Masters? As in ‘Saint Nick’ the handyman neighbor?”

“The one and only,” I answer with a wink. Funny enough, I’m suddenly not annoyed at the moniker. There are worse things to be known for than saintliness, even if the word doesn’t fully describe me. But I’ll take being considered a helper any day. Better a helper than a jerk.

“I didn’t know you were dating now!” She’s practically swooning at the Hallmark moment we’ve just handed her.

“We just made it official,” Low says, leaning in to whisper conspiratorially, like it’s a secret only the three of us know. Which it is. But Ms. Simpson doesn’t need to know that.

“And you must be Low.” Ms. Simpson places a hand to her chest in a way that suggests she’s been waiting for this meeting all night. “I adore your podcast, listen to it nearly every day. It’s nice to meet you and Nick.” She lowers her voice. “Lucky you.”

Low smiles and offers a sincere thank you with a smile that lights up my insides. I’m the lucky one. The thought appears from nowhere, but I feel it everywhere. I am the lucky one.

“It’s an honor to be invited here,” Low says. “I never thought I would darken your doorstep. Or lighten it, whichever the case may be.” She gives a nervous laugh and scans the room while I study the editor in front of us. She’s enthralled by Low, almost giddy, wringing and unwringing her hands like she can’t decide what to do with them in the presence of greatness. Low might be nervous, but she has nothing to worry about.

“I think you might be lightening it, Low,” I say with a wink at who I’m sure will be Low’s future editor. “But that’s just a guess.” When the woman blows out some air and smiles back, I know I’m right.

“Lightening it for sure,” Ms. Simpson says. “I’ve been wanting to know if you had a second to meet in private…” she says, ushering Low away to talk in a corner.

And just like that, my work here is done. I turn in search of an Old Fashioned and solitude and find a seat at the bar, taking in the scene in front of me. Paris Hilton dances in a circle in front of me, what looks like her younger sister following behind. Some male author I’m certain I’ve heard of stands on the other side of the dance floor, engrossed in conversation with a politician I’ve seen a few times on television. Or maybe he played one on some television show. It’s hard to keep fact and fiction straight these days.

All around this room, hands are being shaken, deals are being made, and papers are being signed. This is the beginning of the book business. All so shiny and new, it’s hard to see the dark side. Then again, maybe there isn’t one. Maybe, like books, the world inside these walls is made of imagination and fairy tales. Maybe writers are magicians, and editors hold the curtains closed until someone says lights, camera, action. And the stage lights go up. And Low signs a book deal in bright red ink.

At least, that’s how I like to think it goes.

Like I said, I’m a dreamer through and through.

My thoughts bleed red, much like my need to help people, bright and alive and not looking for an apology. Much like my veins, currently pumping adrenaline through my dreams and cascading through my brain in the form of a certain redhead…

Weird how red is suddenly my new favorite color.
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Low

“I shouldn’t have to do this, you know,” I say with an admitted whine. “It’s humiliating and undignified. I might not ever forgive you for making me wear this costume.”

“Oh, you think because you’re a fancy podcaster with a fancy new book deal, you shouldn’t have to do it?” Nick says around a glued-on mustache that’s leaning a bit to the left. “Whatever. You look really good, though. In case you were wondering.”

I wasn’t, but I’ll admit my insides just melted a bit. I work to play it cool. “No one said anything about my book deal except you. And I do look good. Hot, you might even say. And you know why? Because this costume is made of itchy polyester that barely moves when I do. I’m like that kid on A Christmas Story who can’t put his arms down, a funny scene until you’re the one living inside it. It’s twenty-seven degrees outside, and I’m sweating like a pig, though someone once told me that pigs don’t actually sweat. Is that true?” I shrug dramatically. “Who cares? For a girl who lives in Austin, Texas, the fact that I’m sweating at all shouldn’t even be a possibility.”

Nick has been giving me a look since three words into my tirade. “Are you done complaining? I seem to remember Mrs. Claus being much jollier than this.”

“Trust me; she’s only happy when her husband is flying around the world and leaving her home alone to sip her wine in private as any good wife would be in her position. And speaking of leaving,” I add in a tone I hope sounds flippant. “When are we?”

Nick rolls his eyes. Considering I can barely see them through a round pair of Coke-bottle glasses perched at the end of his nose, it’s an impressive move. “The event doesn’t start for another half hour. Where could we even go?”

“To my house, and if we leave now, I swear we’ll make out on the sofa.” It’s a bold offer, considering we’ve never even kissed, but I’ll do anything that isn’t this. And okay, I guess I’ll try to enjoy it.

He opens his mouth to respond, but my words have him doing a double take. He raises an eyebrow. “After this is over, I’ll take you up on that offer.”

“After this is over, the offer no longer stands.”

“It does if I have anything to say about it.”

“You don’t.” Considering a thrilling zing of betrayal electrifies my insides, he totally does. I’m mentally celebrating the idea that he wants me. Me. Even in this ridiculous costume. It’s like I’m at a Christmas carnival, and the prizes are hot men. Specifically, a good-looking version of Saint Nick himself, made even funnier by the Santa getup he’s currently wearing. He’s the only prize I want. The thought bulldozes all other rational thoughts that might have made their way forward, leaving me with this solitary, stupid one.

It hardly matters that deep down, I want to be with Nick. He belongs to someone else and quite possibly always will. Sometimes, loyalty to a memory is the strongest loyalty of all.

“You sure about that?” Nick says, as surprised as I am by my quick if unbelievable, claim.

“I’m eighty-seven percent sure.” That was intended to sound confident. Upon further reflection, an eighty-seven percent certainty leaves a comfortable thirteen percent chance of wiggle room. Flip those numbers, and you’d be one hundred percent right. Making out with Nick is all sorts of appealing—before, after, or even during this event. It would be even better if we could just get these darn kids to skip Christmas and not come at all today…

“I can live with those odds,” Nick says with a suggestive wink. And let me tell you, a suggestive Santa is one part weirdly hot and two parts mildly disturbing.

“Don’t rub it in or I might change my mind.”

He moves a bowl of candy canes closer to his Santa throne for easier access as the kids walk away. “There will be no more rubbing of anything.” I hear the double meaning, and my face burns fiery red. Convenient timing, seeing as Mrs. Claus is known for her rosy cheeks. “Unless you want me to…” Nick mutters.

A mortified laugh bubbles out of me, one I can’t help. “We should probably refrain from talking about making out in front of the kids,” I mumble.

“Yes, you should,” Susan says, appearing out of nowhere and eyeing me with obvious displeasure. Hey, I’m not the one who started the verbal foreplay. Or maybe I did? My scrambled brain is having trouble recalling. “If you want to play Mr. and Mrs. Claus in a more personal way tonight,” Susan continues, “that’s your prerogative. But here at the library, let’s keep it rated G, please.”

Nick glares at his sister. “I’m insulted you would think otherwise.”

“And I’m insulted you gave Low the wrong costume,” she says, eyeing me up and down. “Did you bring the one I left on your doorstep yesterday?” She touches the sleeve of my shirt and yanks her hand back like it bit her. “This one is really old, and it itches. I had to wear it a few years ago, and by the end of the day, I had a full-body rash.”

“A full body what?” I gape at Nick and Susan for making me do this. Guilt by association makes her an accomplice. “Where’s the other one, then? I don’t want a rash.” Suddenly, I’m itching everywhere, not to mention that the amount of static emitting off my head from this old felt bonnet could power a small home. I can feel welts rising on my skin as I stand here. “Did you bring the one on your porch?” I say, a full-fledged panic beginning to set in.

“There wasn’t one on my porch,” he insists.

Susan sighs. “It was in a red box, and I propped it against your front door on my way to buy groceries. There’s no way you could miss it. I ordered it off Amazon, so it would be here in plenty of time to get it to Low.”

“Then why didn’t you bring it here?” he asks his sister.

“Because I figured she would want to try it on ahead of time?” She says this like Nick could not be dumber. I’m beginning to wonder that myself.

“I never saw a red box,” he says at the same time I realize my mistake. “You sure you dropped it off at the right house?”

“Of course, I’m sure.”

But suddenly, I’m not. A red box. I groan, recalling that very box sitting on my kitchen table as we speak. “I grabbed it off his porch yesterday, thinking it was the new set of sheets I ordered my mom for Christmas. Figured that poor excuse for a mail delivery guy had screwed up again. It’s sitting on my grandmother’s kitchen table right now, doing me no good. Think I have time to run home and get it?”

A girl of about six years old chooses that exact moment to walk into the library with her mother, both dressed in full-body Christmas garb down to the girl’s red sparkly shoelaces and the mother’s light-up earrings. No two people have ever been more festive, including the current versions of Nick and me. This party is starting. I’m stuck wearing this costume until it’s over. I grab the basket of candy canes off the floor and practice my best jovial smile, certain I’ll need a bottle of Benadryl before the night is over.

“Can I have a candy cane?” the little girl asks.

“Sure,” I say with more enthusiasm than I feel. “First, tell Santa what you want for Christmas, and then I’ll give you one!”

She turns toward Nick as a spot under my arm starts to burn.

[image: ]


“How are you doing in there?” Nick calls from the other room.

I’m soaking in a bathtub of my grandmother’s Epsom salts like an eighty-year-old woman, and okay, technically, I don’t have either a rash or welts. But after you’ve been phantom itching for three hours straight, you’ve got to do something to make yourself feel proactive, and for me, this is it. I have scratch marks that need to be soothed right along with my pride.

If my listeners could see me now, yelling through a door at my male neighbor, very aware that he’s fully dressed and I’m fully…not. So much for boundaries.

“I’m fine,” I say. “But my eye still hurts from when that little boy punched me.”

“That little boy was Sam, and he didn’t so much punch you as you head-butted him when you tried to grab his cookie.”

“It was the last chocolate chip one, and I hate Oreos. He doesn’t hate Oreos; he told me so himself. That cookie was mine.”

“What kind of civilized person hates Oreos?”

“The kind of civilized person who steals cookies from kids and gives herself a black eye in the process.”

“It’s turning black?”

“No, but it feels like it should. Your nephew is hardheaded.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“I’m hardheaded, too.”

“I’m still waiting…”

“Shut up.” I pull myself out of the water and reach for a bathrobe, not the best way to make a good impression, but Nick has already seen me at my worst. And by worst, I don’t mean earlier today when a kid spilled lemonade on my leg, and I told her to “watch it.” I really do need to work on my people skills where children are involved. The day I met Nick’s niece, she thought I was a murderer. There is work to be done. The first step toward progress is admitting you have issues.

He’s seen me in pajamas at our last-minute sleepover, in flannel while on-air, and as a fidgety Mrs. Claus only this morning. The robe is decidedly a step up from that. At the very least it’s a lateral move.

I open the bathroom door to find Nick waiting for me, and my face goes warm at his unexpected closeness. Warmer still when he takes a step forward and reaches for me.

“Nice robe,” he says.

“It isn’t nineteen-sixties polyester, but it works.”

“Don’t knock sixties polyester until you try it.”

“I did try it, and I will burn it into a pile of ash and bad memories if it comes for me again. My Mrs. Claus days are officially retired.”

“There’s always next year,” he says, running a finger down my collar.

“There is most definitely not next year.” I look up at him. We’re close, closer than we’ve ever been before. My pulse pounds in my neck, a drumbeat of self-consciousness and nerves.

He frowns. “You wouldn’t come back and do it again if I asked?”

I shrug as if I didn’t spend all afternoon thinking about it. It’s hard to appear nonchalant when you are decidedly the opposite.

“Maybe. I’m actually thinking about staying a bit longer and spending a little more time with my grandmother. Might even buy myself a place around here. I’m in the early stages of considering it.”

His frown instantly morphs into an adorably surprised grin. He bites his lip to try to hide it. “Is that so?”

I give single nod. I don’t look away. “It might be so?”

“But just to be clear, the move would be strictly to spend more time with your grandmother. Just for clarity’s sake.”

I nod a little too pointedly. “Absolutely to spend more time with her. And also, maybe a few other people…”

“And those people would be…?”

“Not anyone you know. I’m not even sure I’ve met them yet.”

I see a spark in his eyes, but his mouth remains stoic. “But you’ll let me know when you meet them…”

“I will absolutely let you know.” This conversation is ridiculous.

A grin breaks free as his arms tighten around me. “That’s a relief. In the meantime…about that deal we made at the library. The party’s over now, and I’m free for the foreseeable future.”

“Yes, but you made me stay, so the deal’s off. Remember?” I move to walk away, but he pulls me back. I squeal, but it’s hardly a protest.

“What if I want the deal to be back on?”

“I don’t know. You’ll have to convince me it’s worth it.”

He tilts his head like a man who enjoys a challenge. I mirror his movements like I enjoy one, too.

He kisses me then. Tentative at first, like he’s unsure, like he’s out of practice. More tentative still, like he’s heartbroken at breaking a lifelong vow, one he had every intention of keeping. Inside his mind, he undoubtedly did. He pauses for one thoughtful moment, then grows bold like he’s making a new one.

I follow him on the rollercoaster of emotions, going slow, putting on the brakes, and then full steam ahead, letting him take the lead. You can feel a lot in a kiss if you let yourself. The other person’s sadness and despair, permission and forgiveness, wonder and worship. All in the span of just a few breaths. I feel it in Nick. I feel it in me.

It’s okay to need another person, to admit it to yourself. To embrace it, hold onto it, and sink into the weight of your sudden new reality.

Needing someone doesn’t make you any less whole.

Turns out, when it’s the right person, it might even make you more so.


EPILOGUE
3 MONTHS LATER


Low

Want to know what’s harder than writing a book?

Not much. Not running a podcast. Not packing up an old house and moving to a new one. Not listening to the constant hum of chainsaws, tires crunching over gravel, the ear-splitting squeals of children, or the delighted laughter of doting uncles. Not much at all is harder than writing a book.

There is one exception, however.

“Low is writing a book. Low is writing a very bad book.”

My jaw automatically clenches in an effort to keep myself from springing out of my chair, grabbing one very belligerent bird by the neck and hard launching him halfway to Canada. Fly away, bird. Fly far and free in the manner you deserve. At least then, I wouldn’t have to deal with a talking parrot who not only won’t let up in his constant requests for bourbon while I’m trying to write but also demands his input along the way.

“Low is writing a book. Low is writing a very bad book,” George says again. Everyone’s a critic; I just never knew that fact included a certain winged creature who shouldn’t have the ability to speak at all. Who invented talking birds, anyway?

For the seven hundredth time, I think about killing Nick for his above-average bird training skills. He said it one time. One time as a joke. And my grandmother’s dang bird has repeated that line ever since. Which—if we’re counting—is every second of the day for seventeen days and counting. I swear, it’s like having to reread the most scathing review before the book is even finished. George is an earworm who needs his vocal cords removed. Either that, or I will get him drunk before this day is over. I’m on a deadline, and one of us is about to die.

I’m in the middle of saying so when the front door opens, and my grandmother bangs her way inside the house like she owns the place, which she does. On Monday, I’m set to move into my new apartment downtown. I drop the accusatory finger I’m jabbing at George and rush to greet her.

“You’re home!”

She drops both suitcases she’s holding and slides a backpack off her shoulders to pull me into a full-body hug. Her skin smells like Crabtree and Evelyn and old money and sunshine.

“It’s so good to be home! But don’t think I didn’t hear the way you were talking to George just now.” She pulls back from me to make kissy faces at her bird. “How has my sweet boy been all this time?”

All this kissing makes my stomach roll. Apparently, it shows on my face.

“Don’t look at him like that,” she says to me. “You’ll hurt his feelings.”

“He doesn’t have feelings,” I say, pulling her into another hug. I don’t add that I’d like to hurt a lot more than his feelings. As if sensing my hostility, George chooses that moment to drop another insult.

“Low is writing a book. Low is writing a very bad book. George wants a shot of bourbon.”

My grandmother cackles as though it’s the funniest thing she’s ever heard. And when you hear all things strung together, I might think so as well if it didn’t sound so rude. My writing is driving this long-winded winged creature to drink?

Has any writer in history ever been insulted on this level?

“I’ve sure missed you,” she says, still talking to the bird. Finally, she turns to me. “Tell me everything that happened while I was gone. I want to hear about your book deal and your radio thingy…” She still calls it a “thingy.” “And everything else you’ve done lately. Did you like it here? Did the town grow on you? And just wait until you hear about my trip!”

Gran plops onto the living room sofa to remove her floppy hat and scarf—she’s wearing both though they don’t go together—and that’s when Nick walks inside.

She stops talking. Looks at him. Looks at me. And a conspiratorial grin slides up her lips like that was her plan all along.

“I see you met the cute widower next door,” she says to me, and I give her a look.

“Nowhere in your previous description did you utter the word ‘cute’.”

She waves a hand in the air between us. “Well, of course not. You might not have stayed here if you’d known I was setting you up. And Nick here might have stayed away, too.” She pulls a tube of Chapstick out of her bag and swipes it a few times across her lips. “I’m glad to see my plan worked. And I only had to pay Henry two hundred bucks to help make it happen.”

I frown. “Who’s Henry?”

She drops the Chapstick into her bag. “The mail boy. Why do you think he kept delivering your packages to each other’s homes?”

My jaw drops open, and I glance at Nick, but he’s as bewildered as me. “Because he’s terrible at his job!”

My grandmother laughs and waves a dismissive hand. “No one’s that bad.”

Nick looks at me, and I look up at him. “We got played,” I say.

“Looks like it. She’s kind of evil, that one.”

“A girl’s gotta do what a girl’s gotta do.” Sometimes, my grandmother talks like a twelve-year-old preteen. But when she’s right, she’s right. “Did my plan work as well as it appears?”

I sigh, but it’s a happy one. We might have fallen victim to her plan, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. Even though I still regret seeing that package of nipple cream. “You’ll be happy to know it worked.”

Nick slides an arm around me and plants a kiss on the top of my head, the sensation traveling down my neck and spine and settling low in my stomach. I’m warm all over, inside and out. Thank God for manipulative grandmothers and world travel excursions.

“It worked,” he agrees, giving me a squeeze.

And it did. It worked better than I could have planned for myself.

Turns out I don’t need much in this world, but I do need Nick.

He’s still a helper of everyone, but he’s pulled back a bit. Not with me, though. He definitely needs me. It’s nice to be needed. It isn’t all that bad to say yes.

After all, I said it last night when he asked me the biggest question I’ve ever been asked.

“Yes,” was my answer. An emphatic, resolute yes.

Turns out “yes” is a very powerful word. Sometimes an even better word than “no.”

Especially when you’re saying it to the best person you’ve ever met.

THE END
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It’s the morning of my first day at a new school, and I nearly set my hair on fire.

“Exaggerate much?” you might be thinking, but that’s only because you can’t smell the smoke or feel the terror. There’s a one-inch wide and three-inch long flat iron mark right next to my part from a stubborn cowlick that wouldn’t submit to smoothing out, so I tried to force it. And force it again. They say the third time’s a charm, but that’s only if you consider melted hair the latest fashion trend. I don’t. Coupled with the Paul Mitchell hairspray I resorted to using, my head is currently half-burned and entirely flammable. If I’m lucky, someone will walk by with a can of gasoline and put me out of my misery.

Emma. New girl. Bad hair. Curious odor.

Doesn’t that just scream prom-queen material?

In a panic, I swiped with the iron once again, knowing my mother would start yelling in five, four, three, two,—

“We’re late, Emma!” Her frustrated voice carried up the stairs.

“One second!” I slammed the iron on the counter hard enough to rattle the mirror. “Stupid hair.”

“Emma, your seconds have just run out! If you don’t get down here now, you’re going to find yourself walking⁠—”

“Okay, okay!” I could handle many things, but showing up on foot the very first day at a new school wasn’t one of them. Nothing screamed loser like a girl hoofing it her senior year. “Here goes nothing.” Oh, my wretched reflection.

I flipped off the light and trudged down the stairs, pausing on the last one to grip the handrail. Breathing in, breathing out, I tried to calm myself…tried to stop my heart from beating out of control. That is until my mom rounded the corner and gave me an if-looks-could-kill glare. Then I picked up the pace and headed for the door.

“Okay, I’m getting in the car. I don’t see why we’re in such a rush.” I, for one, would like to stop time with a snap of my fingers. Or maybe time-travel myself back to first grade when I made friends by climbing trees and reluctantly submitted to a hair washing once a week. Back before social awareness—otherwise known as my off-the-charts anxiety—kicked in.

“We’re in a rush because you’re late.” Mom closed the front door and marched down the steps behind me. “And now, so am I.” She glanced at me over the roof of the car and frowned. “You have something in your hair. Right there,” she motioned with her hand, “above your bangs.”

I set my jaw, just so annoyed. “I burned it with the flat iron. The stupid crease wouldn’t flatten out no matter how many times I tried.” Slamming the door, I looked out the passenger window as we backed into the street.

“Oh, I wish you’d told me. A little spray conditioner would take the mark right out.” Mom flipped her hand. “Nothing we can do about it now, I guess.”

Now she tells me.

Nothing seemed to be going right, not since our move to this godforsaken town from Los Angeles. Los Angeles. I missed it, the water, the scent of salt in the air, the fast pace, my friends. There was just so much to do there and not nearly enough time to fit it all in. Instead, because of Mom’s new job and Dad’s departure, I wound up here in Pendleton, South Carolina—population 3,084. Seeing as we had to cross the desert, the northernmost part of Texas, and Music City, this town was practically halfway around the world.

In only one short week, I discovered that people in the South drive slowly, talk slowly, and seem to be in no hurry to do anything at all. Case in point: Could the old Ford Escort in front of us please speed up? At this rate, I’d make it to school by next Tuesday.

“Emma, try to have a good attitude about today.”

“There’s nothing wrong with my attitude.” My head flopped back between the headrest and the window.

My mother sighed. “It won’t be as bad as you think.”

Please. I heard that line over and over in the last three months, and frankly, I didn’t buy any of it. It was as bad as I thought it would be. Worse, even. And now she’s dropping me off into a sea of people I never met before, feeling not unlike a puppy in a pet store begging for someone to like her. And I don’t like to beg.

“Mom, I don’t know anyone here, and I’m showing up with burned hair. Not exactly the impression I wanted to make on my first day.”

She said nothing.

Two turns later, we pulled in front of the ugliest school I ever saw. Flat and brown with a walkway that stretched into forever, its main hallway like a tentacle reaching out to snatch me inside. I shrunk away from it.

“I’ll pick you up here at three-thirty,” Mom spoke around a tube of lipstick, then rubbed her lips together before tossing the tube inside her bag.

“Umm, no.” I watched her zip her purse. “I’ll meet you at home.” I retrieved my messenger bag and John Green paperback and climbed out of the car. I hesitated for a second beside the open door, suddenly overcome with a strong desire to jump back in and hold tight to the seat like a child. Maybe, just maybe, I was stronger than her. Surely, she couldn’t force me out. If only I hadn’t bitten my fingernails to the quick in my nervousness.

“Are you going to be okay? Do you need me to come inside with you?”

My eyes widened. “Mom, please.” I glanced around, hoping no one heard her. “I’ll see you later.” I pushed the door closed with my hip and took off, dragging my feet like they’d been dipped in cement that hadn’t quite hardened. I made it to the school’s entrance, fully aware of the stares the few straggling students threw my way. As hard as I tried, it was impossible to ignore them.

The office sat cattycorner exactly five steps past the front door. A round woman wearing a stick-on nametag with Mrs. Young written on it handed me some paperwork and a pen.

“Here you go. Your mother forgot to fill out these two forms.” She stood over my shoulder—so close that her little puffs of breath landed on my skin every few seconds—and kept pointing to things I missed.

“Don’t forget your social security number.” She cleared her throat. “You forgot to fill in your phone number.” She tapped her pencil on the desk. “Remember to sign your name at the bottom.”

It was all I could do not to say, Okay, lady. I get it.

Finally done, I capped the pen and pasted on a smile, ignoring the overwhelming combination of baby powder and coffee emanating off the woman’s skin. She smiled wide and handed me my schedule.

“Thanks.” I mustered up some fake enthusiasm and scanned the office, not knowing what came next. I totally needed to work on my people skills.

“You’re welcome. Feel free to come back in here if you need anything at all. I’ll be happy to help you.”

I nodded. “I will.”

But no, I wouldn’t.

Intending to head straight for my first class to avoid the humiliation of having to speak with anyone else, I gathered up my things and turned. And that’s when I slammed straight into the guy behind me, knocking him backwards like I’d pushed him with both fists. The open water bottle he held sprayed all over his black t-shirt. My bag and newly printed schedule flew in two different directions.

So much for not being humiliated.

“Slow down, slugger,” he says, tugging at his clinging shirt and pulling it away from him. The shirt made that suction cup sound as it disconnected from his skin. He let go, and his shirt snapped back, a spray of water landing on his face that he wiped off with one hand.

“I’m s—sorry,” I stammered, reaching for my bag, and feeling white-hot embarrassment creep up my neck. I looked around but couldn’t find my schedule anywhere. “I can’t believe I just did that.” I closed my eyes for a moment, wanting to die. Please, God, take me now. I’ve lived long enough.

“Oh no! Shane, are you okay?” Mrs. Young grabbed a handful of Kleenex and shuffled around the desk, wiping frantically at his black shirt but only making the situation worse. Now, not only did his shirt look like he just walked through a torrential downpour, but it also had little, papery white bits all over it.

“Don’t worry about it.” He laughed quietly—seriously, laughed—then stepped away from the office lady and bent down to pick up my misplaced paper, partially wedged under a sofa leg against the wall. He handed it to me, leaving wet fingerprint marks on the corner.

“Here you go.”

“Thanks. I appreciate⁠—”

That’s when I fully looked at him and swallowed hard.

Wow, he was gorgeous. An image of him shirtless on a Sunset Strip billboard flitted across my mind. What? I grew up in Hollywood. Models were everywhere. I couldn’t help it.

Not my proudest moment.

Of course, dousing him with water wasn’t either. He was probably the best-looking guy in school, and I’d just tried to drown him.

Still facing me, he frowned. “You know, you have something in your hair.” He pointed to his own head. “Right about there. In front. No, a little further over.” He was actually giving me directions to the burned spot.

Okay, God. Feel free to suck me into heaven any minute now.

“Thanks. I’ll go check it in the bathroom.” Right after I flush my head down the toilet.

“Shane,” Office-Lady said. “Do you want to change your shirt? We probably have some extra ones in here.” I watched, feeling so pathetically awkward, as she scooted toward the closet and opened the door to peek inside. “Here’s one.” She held up a white t-shirt with the words Kiss My Attitude written in red across the front of it.

“Um, thanks, but I’m alright.” He flashed a lopsided grin at me like he’d just dodged a bullet—never mind that I’d fired first. “I have another shirt in my gym locker. I’ll go change in a minute.” Pulling a piece of paper from his binder, he slid it toward her. “I do have a question about my schedule, though.”

“Well, if you’re sure.” Office-Lady looked very concerned, and I’m pretty sure she threw an annoyed glance my way. “Let me see if I can help you.”

While she put on her glasses to look at the guy’s schedule, I pulled my bag over my shoulder and wondered what the heck just happened. The guy named Shane gave me a two-finger wave, and I turned to leave. He wasn’t even mad. Not wanting to give him another minute to realize he should be, I headed for the exit, standing back to let another guy enter the office from the hall.

“Oh man—what happened to you?” he asked Shane as he brushed past me.

“Nothing, I’m just an idiot.” I heard him answer, but I kept moving with my head down, certain the entire school was watching me. But my mind kept replaying that smile, the one Shane flashed after I knocked into him. Where were the in-my-face threats, the name-calling that I was used to? I could handle those things, but smiling? Suddenly I felt unsafe.

After a long minute of wandering aimlessly, I found room 411. Physics. Not my best subject, but not my worst, either. As soon as I stepped into the classroom, the whispering started.

“Is that the new girl?”

“What’s wrong with her hair?”

“I think her name is Emma.”

“Emma Lee, I heard. What kind of name is that?”

And that’s the thing about my name; even I know it’s strange. Emma’s not that bad. But pair it with Lee, and people either A. look at me with pity, B. wait for me to finish, thinking I’ve gotten stuck in the middle and surely there must be more, or C. suggest I change it. Who could blame them? I’ve never understood why my parents chose it for me. In my mind, I pictured both of my parents falling-down drunk the night before my birth—completely out of their senses—thinking in their stupor that a name like mine would be hilariously clever. Real funny.

As I walked to the front, whispers of “She’s pretty” and “She’s not as pretty as I thought she’d be” alternated from the two girls sitting on the second row, both of whom donned the same pixie-cut short hair and matching imitation Ugg boots. The only difference: one wore the pity-she-has-such-an-awful-name expression on her face, and the other looked at me like she had a bad taste in her mouth. I wanted to toss a breath mint at her.

Instead, I handed a copy of my schedule to the teacher, Mr. Franklin, who looked at it and confirmed that, yes, I’d made it to the right class. The gap in his front teeth matched perfectly with his short stature, thinning dark hair, and black-rimmed glasses. He wore a light blue button-down with a barely-there stain just below the collar—as if he’d dripped ketchup and rubbed frantically at it on his way out the door. His tie hung just off-center, and his khaki pants were slightly too long. They made a whoosh, whoosh, whoosh sound as he walked across the room. Something about his overall look made him seem as out of place in this room as I was. At least he acted friendly, unlike the curious faces that openly stared at me.

“You can have a seat next to Hannah Edwards there in front.” He pointed to a wide table with two chairs just to the right of where we stood. My heart stopped. The front row? What kind of teacher makes the new girl sit on the front row? One who likely got bullied as a kid and sees me as an opportunity for payback, that’s who.

I swallowed hard and walked over to the table. Grabbing a pen from my backpack, I busied myself with doodling tiny pictures all over my notebook: a red flower, another one, and a purple heart with a black arrow stabbing through it. I felt twenty pairs of eyes trained on me through the entire fifty-minute lecture.

The rest of the day didn’t get any better. Whispers followed me everywhere, although new phrases were added, like “She’s not that friendly” and “I heard she moved here because her dad left.” How did they know that? I worked hard to look up from my own feet more, but it didn’t seem to make much of a difference. So eventually, I stopped.

I liked my new shoes better than the students in this town, anyway.

When the last bell rang, I couldn’t leave fast enough. I practically ran down the hall, my heart and feet stopping when I saw Shane-the-water-guy for the first time since this morning. He didn’t see me; he stood at an open locker several feet away, pulling out a stack of books. I took a sharp left and bolted for the exit. Crisis averted.

Except I didn’t want to hurry home. The house would be quiet and empty. Kind of a sad little metaphor for my current life.

I walked as slowly as possible, and on the way, I discovered a couple of odd things about the town. For one thing, there were no long lines of vehicles at any traffic light or stop sign—not one. I never heard the blare of a car horn; or, for that matter, people shouting insults at each other. Apparently, people here moved too slowly to get angry.

Another thing—a strange one, really—was the way everyone waved at me. People I had never met. The first couple of times it happened, I looked around to see who was behind me, once spinning stupidly in an entire circle. By the time I realized how dumb I looked, it was too late. An elderly man saw me from his front porch, then pressed his fingers over his lips to hide the laughter. Glad to entertain. When he caught me looking at him, he picked up his broom, shoulders shaking, and swept the front porch of his charming but slightly run-down house. Something about the sound of the broom swooshing back and forth, back and forth, mesmerized me. I slowed my steps to listen, suddenly wanting to ask to help, clearly so hard up for company that a broom and dirt seemed like a viable option. I couldn’t remember the last time an adult who wasn’t my mother genuinely smiled at me.

Ignoring the odd urge to bond with the elderly over cleaning supplies, I picked up my pace, knowing I couldn’t put off the inevitable any longer. I was headed home to an empty house that would remain that way for the next few hours—a fact that I would normally embrace with no small amount of enthusiasm. But with nothing to do and no one to invite over, this fate seemed entirely unfair to my almost eighteen-year-old self.

Isolation isn’t worth embracing when it’s suddenly your only friend.


15




When I rounded the corner of Montpelier and Grand Oak Street, I heard a noise. In Los Angeles, I wouldn’t have thought twice about it, but here it felt totally out of place. As my fingers absent-mindedly traced each metal diamond shape of a neighbor’s chain-link fence, what sounded like a carload of teenage boys turned right and came up the street from the opposite direction. Their raucous laughter and pulsating music gave me a headache. They sounded drunk in the middle of the day.

The windows were down, and the boy in the back right seat of the car hooked his arm over the side. The blazing sun shone in my eyes, making it difficult to see, but I’m pretty sure he lifted his hand in a half-wave. I self-consciously waved back, matching his movements before letting my hand fall with a thud. The car kept moving, and I kept walking past two more houses and up to the front door of our small white-clapboard colonial. So much for new-girl-in-town meet cutes.

Hungry, I searched the pantry, finding only a box of macaroni and cheese and some stale chips inside. Someone needed to do some serious shopping. While I waited for the pasta to boil, I flipped on the small TV sitting on our kitchen counter and surfed for something to watch, clicking through afternoon talk shows and the local news, learning from the Super-Doppler forecast it would be ten degrees cooler tomorrow. Bored, I turned the whole thing off.

The singeing sound of boiling water hitting the stove brought me out of my daze. Moving fast, I grabbed the pan before macaroni went everywhere.

“Ow!” I yelped, shoving my right forefinger between my lips to stop the burning. “Of all the stupid…” My cell phone rang from across the bar. Flipping on the faucet, I shoved my hand under the cold water and stretched as far as I could reach.

“What!” Normally, I wouldn’t yell at a stranger, but my finger hurt. And today just wasn’t the right time to get burned.

“Uh, are your parent’s home?” Depends on who’s asking.

It was the internet guy, wanting to set up an appointment. I wrote down the time, said a few annoyed uh-huhs, and tossed the phone on the counter. I turned off the burner and walked away, leaving the macaroni on the stove, un-drained and unmixed. I’d suddenly lost my appetite. This day was best finished hiding in my room.

Still-unpacked boxes lined the stairs, forcing me to dodge them like a mouse scurrying through a maze on my way up. Clothes covered my green chair in the corner, and mountains of books waited by the bookshelves. My mother had been on my case to straighten up, but every time I considered it, the mess seemed like too much work. Turning away, I grabbed an old button-up from my pile of clothes and slipped into it. Just when I’d sprawled out across the bed to face my assignments, the doorbell rang.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Who could possibly be showing up here in the middle of the afternoon? I had no friends. Not one single soul who might want to hang out with me. Still, by sheer habit I checked my reflection in the mirror and trudged back downstairs.

Halfway to the landing, my feet flew out from under me, and my forehead slammed against the corner railing hard enough for lights to flash behind my eyes. It was like an episode of I Love Lucy, only without the funny heroine. I was just the awkward sidekick.

I lay there for a minute, disoriented, trying to catch my breath, and silently willing the room to stop spinning. Nothing felt broken except for my pride. I sat up, pressed my lips together to hold back a stream of foul words, and pinched the bridge of my nose to stem the hot tears threatening to escape. Rubbing my pounding head, I took a deep breath and opened the door in time to see the back of a tall boy making his way down the front steps.

“Hey,” I said. It sounded rough. I didn’t feel like talking. He turned on the second step, and I stopped cold at the sight of Shane what’s-his-name from school, wearing a new—and dry—shirt. He stared at me for a moment, head cocked slightly to the side, and frowned. Immediately my defenses went on alert, and I crossed my arms. Hadn’t he ever seen a girl battered and bruised before?

“Hi. Um…my Mom told me to—” He stopped, swallowed, and tried again. “I mean, I saw you walking home earlier and thought I would introduce myself since I didn’t do a great job of it this morning. I’m Shane Michaels. I live across the street, five houses down.”

A weird buzzing sound infiltrated my brain. His Mom told him to come here? Suddenly, mortification was in a close race with head trauma for my top emotional spot.

The boy named Shane sauntered up two steps and pointed down the street to a massive gray two-story clapboard with a wrap-around porch. The house looked like it would be better suited to a vacation spot in New England than here. Of course, he lived close to me. Of course, this day would get worse.

“Oh.” It was the only word I could muster. Too late, I realized a simple “Nice to meet you, sorry I drenched your chest” might have sounded better, but my mouth felt dry like cotton and my brain felt worse. Could a girl die from a pounding forehead?

“So…” He paused and studied me as if saying to himself, “Okay, she’s kind of strange.” Both hands went into his pockets, and he rocked on his heels.

“…at least when I walked up the steps,” Shane said, frowning at me and looking very concerned. I blinked, wondering what the first part of that sentence had been.

“What?” I asked, feeling like a complete idiot. Could I please start this day over?

“Uh, I just meant…” he trailed off, running a hand through his hair. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else but on this porch. “Are you okay?” His brows knit together. “It’s just that I heard a loud crash after I rang the bell. And man, you have this massive red mark on your forehead that’s really starting to bruise.”

My hand flew to my face, and a deep heat began burning its way up my neck. I wanted to die—right then and there. Please, God. How many times do I have to ask?

“Oh, that.” I felt a torrent of words coming on—I tended to ramble at the worst times, usually when something made me nervous. “I tripped over a box on the stairs because we still haven’t unpacked yet, and this house is a mess, and there hasn’t been time to do much about it because we’ve only been here a week and with school and work…” I couldn’t seem to stop myself from speaking. “It really didn’t hurt that bad.” Nothing like capping off a story with a little white lie.

“Well, if you’re sure you’re okay.” He looked entirely unconvinced. “I just wanted you to know that if you need anything, just knock. You know where we live; it’s just me, my mom, and my dad. And our German Shepherd, Jack. He’s friendly, though. Hardly ever bites.” He smiled at his own joke.

“Good one. You’re really funny.” Did that sound as sarcastic to him as it did to me? Shane frowned—probably thinking I had the worst personality ever—and turned to leave.

I stood, flustered and dumbfounded, wondering how in the world I kept messing up in front of this guy. Quickly, before the opportunity was gone, I thought of a question.

“Shane?” He turned mid-stride on the sidewalk, surprised that I spoke again. “Are you a senior?” It could be nice to know at least one person in my grade when I showed up tomorrow. He hadn’t been in any of my classes.

“Yeah, I am. Maybe I’ll see you around.” With a wink, he made his way up the walk, kicking a rock and stooping to pet a neighbor’s dog—tail wagging from the excitement—as he ambled toward home. I was simultaneously sad and relieved to see him go…reflecting on our awkward conversation…until I remembered the bruise Shane mentioned developing on my forehead. Just then, my mom pulled into the driveway. I turned and ran to my bathroom before she could see, taking care not to trip again and create a matching bruise on my chin.

I gasped at my reflection, bracing myself with both hands on the side of the sink. The color darkened two shades in the few seconds I stood and stared. Perfect. My second day of school was tomorrow, and I looked like I’d been on the losing end of a fight. With a staircase. I rummaged through the top drawer for a solution to make myself good-as-new in the morning, or at the very least make my clumsy misfortune a little less noticeable. Coming up with nothing but a Band-Aid and some cover stick that seemed too painful to try right then, I turned off the light and headed for the kitchen just in time to see Mom enter with an armload of bags—finally, something to eat.

“Honey, can you grab the last couple of bags from the car?”

“What’s for dinner?”

“I’m not sure yet.” Mom rolled her eyes, annoyed I hadn’t thought to start something already. Maybe I would have if she’d gone shopping earlier.

I set the bags down on the counter and began pulling things out. Apples, bread, yogurt, a rotisserie chicken—everything healthy. Translation: ick. Not one bag of chips in the whole bunch. Why can’t mothers understand that after a long day at school, the only thing that makes the day better is a Hershey bar? Or a Snickers. Or a pint of Haagen Dazs. My taste buds do not discriminate against sugary cuisine.

“How was your day? Did everything…” Mom stopped short. Oh no. She’d finally seen me. “What happened to you?” One hand went to her hip while the other gingerly touched my forehead.

“It’s no big deal. I just tripped on the steps and hit the handrail. It could have been worse. I could’ve been beaten up at school.” My laugh wasn’t very convincing. I opened a carton of yogurt and grabbed a spoon.

Mom wasn’t fooled. She knew I would rather be sentenced to unpacking, cleaning, and decorating this entire house by myself than face a day of strange classmates staring at my newly battered face. As if they needed another reason to stare. As if I needed to be the subject of a new round of whispering.

“We’ll fix it, Emma.” Mom touched my face again. I flinched a little at the pain. “I have some makeup that will make you good as new. The kids won’t even notice.”

I knew she’d be able to help. She’d had a lot of practice herself. “Thanks.”

“Now, let’s see if we can find something to eat.”

We spent the next twenty minutes unloading bags and chopping vegetables in silence. I shredded the last of the lettuce into the bowl before I remembered that while it was my first day in a new school, it was also my mom’s first day of work in a new office with people she’d never met before. Finally, tiring of the quiet, I asked her about it.

“How did work go?” I wasn’t really that interested, but I had nothing better to do—no one else to talk to. I took two bowls down from the cabinet and set them in front of me, then leaned against the counter and waited for her answer. Mom may have moved me here, but she was also my sole ally in this new environment. I could at least try to get along with her.

She sliced a tomato, pausing to look over her shoulder at me. “Fine, I guess. Not quite what I expected.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing really. It’s just different living in such a small town.” Tell me about it. “Not bad, exactly. Just…different.” She put her knife down and stared out the window into our backyard. I followed her gaze. Even I had to admit I enjoyed the view. Sure, we’d lived near the beach, and it was beautiful in an obvious way. I mean, it was the beach. But the flowers, trees, and lush, green grass covering every inch of the yard was something I’d never had before.

“In Los Angeles,” Mom began again, “it would have been weeks before anyone noticed the new person in town. Here, everyone descended on me immediately. Everyone,” she emphasized, a bewildered smile on her expression. “The welcoming committee even threw a party in my honor.”

Welcoming committee? I raised my eyebrows at that one, surprised that being new in this town gave a person an odd celebrity-like status—except me, of course. Not that I cared.

Mom dished up two heaping bowls of grilled chicken salad while I grabbed forks and salad dressing and placed them on the table. We ate for a few minutes in silence, Mom reviewing paperwork and me working on a lame crossword puzzle, when she looked up as though she suddenly remembered something.

“Who was the boy I saw you talking to earlier when I came home?”

“Just a neighbor who came by to introduce himself. His name is Shane…something.” I shrugged and flipped my hand without looking up. “He lives down the street. He said he’d seen me walking home and figured we must be new in town.”

A heavy silence descended, followed by a sigh. “Be careful, Emma.”

I kept eating, forcing myself to look unaffected. “I will.”

She said nothing as she weighed my promise, just waited in silence. How did mothers do that, critique without a word? There was only one way I knew to ease her fear. Setting my pencil on the table, I looked at her, resting my chin on my hand and blinking innocently.

“First, I ran into him in the office—literally—and knocked water all over him. It went everywhere—his shirt, his face, even his hair.” I shook my head. “Then, when he rang the doorbell to say hi, that’s when I fell. And I fell hard. And he heard me. He told me about the bruise on my face before I knew it existed.” I blew out some air. I was a hopeless case.

Mom stared at me with her mouth open. Then she burst out laughing. Laughing! What was so funny? I glared at her as she wiped her eyes, shoulders shaking.

Mothers. You can’t live with them.

You can’t trade them in for a new model.

But you can assuage their constant fear, even if only for a moment.

Picking up my fork, I smiled, stabbed a piece of chicken, and slowly released a sigh of relief.

To keep reading, look for Walking in Circles on Amazon!
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