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Dedication

For the girls with mud on their boots and horses in their hearts . . . and the girls who cheer them on.
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Chapter One

Piper

I throw my riding clothes into a duffel with one hand and wipe back tears with the other.

“Five pairs of breeches.” Sniff. “Six sun shirts.” Snuffle. “A helmet visor, boot socks.” I grab a Kleenex, blow my nose, and toss the tissue in the garbage, dropping the printed packing list from my grandmother onto the floor. I stoop to grab it but bang my head on the corner of an open drawer instead. “Fuck.” I rub at the top of my tender scalp as more tears drop onto the fallen paper, smearing printer ink in the process. This is ridiculous. It’s been seven weeks. Why can’t I stop crying?

Judith broke up with me at the beginning of April. Her words still sting. “You care more about any horse than you care about me. I am an afterthought for you.”

Which isn’t true at all. She’s in every thought. She’s there in the stands when I get my future Olympic team medal. She’s holding the cut pieces of yarn for me as I braid my future horse’s mane. She’s behind the wheel as we drive to future horse shows and correcting me as I go through the choreography of my dressage tests out loud. Okay, so maybe it is kind of me-centric, but I love the idea of that kind of partnership. My goals are hers, too. Except they’re not. She made that abundantly clear.

Then, as if getting dumped weren’t enough, Erik, my trainer, had to have some sort of heart procedure and his training program is on hiatus until he’s healed. It’s what made me go behind my mom’s back and call up my grandmother. I have to get out of here. How can I handle a broken heart without a horse to ride? And even more important, without a stable to show from, how can I chase my competition dreams? My mom may not care about riding anymore, but I definitely do.

My grandmother, Mom’s mom, has advocated for years that I come to North Carolina for the summer to ride with this trainer or that trainer and see how serious horse people do it. My mother always rebuts with, “There are plenty of serious horse people here in New England.” Which is true, but what is also true is that my mother doesn’t care if I show or not. To her, the horse show world is pressure-filled and fraught with danger, both physically and emotionally. For me? It’s heaven on earth. I shine on show days. Not to say I don’t have a healthy amount of nervous energy, but it’s truly what I live for. She may have given it up for good, but that’s not my plan. I want more. I want to try for the top.

Which is why I’m packing. My grandmother can teach me things, introduce me to the right people, let my simmering want-to-ride-in-the-Olympics dream have a chance at becoming a waking thought. She’s offered every summer since I was ten, but my mother always refused. Too far, too long, too much for your grandmother to spend on you.

Which is stupid. My grandmother has money. She loves me. She loves horses. I’m her skipped generation hope of having another true horsewoman in the family. Until now, I’d never fought my mom about it. But this summer? It’s going to be different. She finally agreed to let me go. I’ll be there until school starts in the fall. Riding almost every day on top horses with top trainers, and best of all? No chance of bumping into my ex-girlfriend with her new boyfriend.

I grab my bathing suit from the top drawer of my dresser. Judith stares at me from a twig frame. Judith with the twinkling brown eyes. I wonder if she’s looking at the boy, Brad, with the same twinkle? I can’t bring myself to turn the frame facedown. Even broken, my heart still skips at the sight of her. It also holds on to the slightest hope that this is only a detour and before the summer is over she’ll find her way back to me. Which is why my parents have no clue we’ve broken up. I don’t want them to judge her. I haven’t even told her I’m leaving, in case that might ruin my chances for a do-over.

A voice rises from downstairs. “Your Uber’s here.”

My mother’s too busy to drive me to the airport. Too pissed off is more like it.

“Mom, I’m sorry. How many times do I have to apologize?” I say it under my breath, pretty sure she won’t hear me from where she stands at the bottom of the stairs.

When I’d called and told my grandmother about the temporary closing of Erik’s barn and how I couldn’t find another show barn in time for the summer season, I knew exactly what I was doing. I knew I’d be invited down. What I hadn’t done was think about Mom’s reaction. I’d only thought how perfect a chance it was to get away from my failed relationship AND get to ride better horses. My mother did not appreciate being ambushed by the two of us. She only begrudgingly relented when my dad intervened on my behalf, but it’d been the frosty shoulder since then.

“Piper!” My mom’s tone gets shrill.

I throw a few more things into my duffel and zip up the bag. I hoist it onto my shoulder and grab my new plaid boot bag in the other.

At the bottom of the stairs are both of my parents. It’s unlike my dad to have waited this late to leave for work but I guess in his own way it’s a show of solidarity. There’s no push/pull of emotions between him and my grandmother—and unlike Mom, Dad thinks my competitive dreams could be laced with a healthy dose of realism given the right circumstances. I’d even go so far as to say he’s excited for me to have this opportunity to ride with new trainers at a world-class facility.

“Come here, Mighty.” His use of my pet name gets me slightly choked up and I walk into his hug and big cheek kiss. It’s awkward with the huge duffel on my shoulder. “Let me have that.” He slips it off and takes it in his own hand. He looks as if he might impart a few more words of wisdom but the exasperated sigh from my mother shuts his mouth tight and he heads with my bag toward the car waiting in front of our house.

I turn to face her. “I’m going to miss you,” I say tentatively.

“You can still stay. I will be more than happy to help you find a new show barn. There’s got to be somewhere, even if we have to drive an hour or so.”

“Mom.” My voice is a plea.

“Fine.” She uncrosses her arms. “But don’t let your grandmother push you too far, too fast. You are enough exactly as you are if this doesn’t work out the way you expect.”

“Mom.” This time it comes out exasperated. “I’ll be fine. I’m excited. I want this.” I put my arms around her and pull her to me in a stiff hug. “I’m going to miss you desperately. I promise.” Eventually she caves and hugs me back and it’s the good warm Mom hug I need. The horn beeps from the driveway.

“I better go.”

“Text us when you land. After you text Judith, of course.” Mom winks.

It’s all I can do to turn fast enough so she can’t see the tears pool in my eyes.





Kat

Betty the Biddy. Giselle the Jilted. Ursula the Unemployed. Putting labels on the three town gossips gathered around the manicure tables makes me feel better about my current label, Kat the Carless. Which I guess is better than my other labels, Kat the Motherless and Kat the Boyfriendless. Neither of which is really true. I have a mother, she’s just gone, and I don’t want a boyfriend, so that label doesn’t matter.

“This sucks.” My sister, Emma, isn’t talking about the town gossips. She is, however, talking about my minivan, Delilah—as blue as the davenport sofa where we sit at the front of our dad’s salon, the Tousled Orchid, and as out of commission as our parents’ marriage. Terry, the mechanic, has declared her transmission flawed to the tune of three thousand dollars, which is more than the old girl is worth, in monetary terms anyway. I’m trying to take it with a heaping helping of zen, but my younger sister is not having it.

“I swear, I’m moving in with Mom. With Delilah dead, Harmon, North Carolina, could not get any more boring.”

“Like that’s an option.”

“She said I could come to Dallas.”

“To visit. Not to live.” Our mother took off a couple of years ago. Motherhood was something her body did just fine, but the walking, talking, sentient part of her? Not so much. It’s what the Labeled Ladies of Leisure love to whisper about when they see us. Those Poor Girls. Their Poor Father. Rural Men Don’t Own and Operate Hair Salons. Do You Think That’s Why the Mother Left? Coming Soon to a Small Town Theater Near You.

I still don’t know why my mom married humdrum Texas Stanley instead of staying with our decidedly amazing father, but that’s their business not anybody else’s. It’s cool that Dad started the salon and even though Emma still gripes about Mom, it’s not like it really damaged us. Emma’s just miffed because she wants to get further with her dance career than she can here in Harmon and Dallas has better programs. But we both know it’s a lost cause no matter how much she fantasizes about Mom miraculously inviting her to come live with her.

Emma pokes me with her toe. “Well? What are we going to do all summer? School ends next week. I need a boyfriend. With a car.”

Emma and I are exactly twelve months apart. I’ve heard folks refer to us as Irish twins, apparently some reference to Catholicism and no birth control, even though we are a healthy mix of Irish, English, Lebanese, and Italian—according to 23andMe—and 100 percent practicing agnostics, much to the chagrin of our next-door neighbor, the good pastor Phillips and his wife.

“Remember what happened with your last boyfriend?”

She waves her hand in the air like she’s brushing a bad smell away. “Oh, that mess? The one where he told everyone I’d let him feel me up outside the science room lockers. Total lies. He wishes he’d even gotten a chance at my boobs.”

At this she lifts her hands to her breasts to showcase them. One of the many ways we are different despite our closeness in age.

She flumps back against the pillows. “People are stupid.”

“They said super awful things about you.”

“They weren’t true. Why do I care? Why do you?”

Emma is so totally herself. It didn’t hurt that she got our mom’s olive skin and slight wave to her hair. Or that she’s a hell of an amazing dancer with the body to match. Girls are jealous of her because she doesn’t conform. She’s as beautiful inside as out and makes no apologies.

Me though? I don’t think I’m strong enough to withstand people talking about me. I don’t have something like dance to throw myself into, or a business like my dad did. I want to be liked, respected, seen as a good girl. Labels and rumors bother me. Which is why I keep so much locked inside. This is a small town. And people talk . . . about everyone and everything.

I nudge her knee with mine. “Don’t worry. I’ll get Delilah fixed before you know it and be at your beck and call to take you wherever you need to go. You don’t need a boyfriend to have a great summer.”

Emma picks up a well-thumbed copy of People magazine and runs her fingers across the glossy photo of J.Lo and her cohosts on the latest dance competition show. “There’s a dance school in Dallas whose students made it to the finals of this show. Pretty sure Delilah won’t make it that far.”

“No, she won’t. But if I get a new transmission, she could make it as far as Greenville. There’s got to be a great studio there?” I roll over and lie in her lap with my hands in a prayer position. “Let’s get Delilah fixed. Then we’ll get you into a better studio.” If there are things I can do to make my sister feel happy, I want to do them.

She grins and pokes my nose with her fingertip. “You better get busy. My star’s going to fade if I’m stuck at Ms. Kelly’s for two more years.” She slides out from under me and stands up. “Otherwise, I’m going to need to find a fast boy with an even faster car.”

“Oh my god, Emma.” She didn’t even whisper.

I wish I was as bold.

The door to the salon flings open. Elliot, our cousin, fills the frame and every woman in the room looks up and sighs.

“Delivery complete.” He lifts his arms and our younger brothers, the twins, dash beneath them and head straight to the bowl of mints on the reception desk.

Picking Corbin and Cole up from baseball practice is typically my job, but I’ve managed to rope Elliot into my vehicular tragedy.

“Big thanks, seriously. Dad said he’d trim your hair in exchange.”

“Nope, what I want is your sober driving on the night of the bonfire so I don’t have to be.”

The bonfire is a nonschool-sanctioned event that happens every year the night before graduation. Classes are over and the seniors are amped up and the juniors are pretty amped about becoming seniors. The local police are chill about it, not shutting it down because they’d been seniors once at Harmon High School, too, but we all sign pledges to not drink and drive and, unbelievably, everyone takes it kind of serious and it keeps going.

“My minivan . . .”

He dangles the keys to his SUV. “We’ll go in mine.”

Emma’s attention snaps back from our brothers. “I call shotgun.”

In unison, Elliot and I say, “You’re not going.”

She pouts, even though she knows as a rising junior she isn’t invited. She turns to follow the twins back to the stockroom. Over her shoulder she loud-whispers, “I bet in Dallas, I’d get to go wherever I wanted.”

Elliot shakes his head. “That again?”

“Yeah,” I say.

“You think it will ever happen?”

Out of the corner of my eye I see the Labeled Ladies hanging on my words. I shrug. “You never know. My mother is a wonderful woman.”

Three pairs of eyes turn away from me at once.

Some labels are true.

Some rumors are too.





Chapter Two

Piper

The drive down the Mass Turnpike to Logan Airport is uneventful. My driver’s quiet, but the stereo’s French Afro Pop keeps me entertained. As we pass the Boston University high-rise dorm that borders the highway, I look at the windows—at night I always hope for a peek of my two-exes-ago, Sasha, or really anything going on inside those college windows—but it’s daytime and summer classes haven’t even started yet.

I text her.

Headed away.

She responds in her usual irritating way.

    Sorry, kid.

That was her reasoning for breaking up with me a year and a half ago. She was a senior, I was a sophomore. I obviously didn’t know what I wanted yet and she obviously was on her way away from Lincoln-Sudbury Regional. She was wrong on the me not knowing what I wanted part. I knew I only wanted to date girls. Unlike Judith.

I hate when you call me that.

    There’s a laughing emoji, then, Why do you think I do it? Then a heart. Then, But seriously, have a great summer. Ride your butt off. Come back even more badass and shove it in Judith’s face.

I don’t want to shove it in her face. I want to kiss her face.

    Whatever.

Unlike Sasha, I firmly believed that Judith really did love me. It didn’t matter that she chose a guy after me. What mattered was she broke my heart. In a weird way, it felt better to know she was dating a guy because I couldn’t do the whole comparison thing.

But I could second-guess everything I’d ever done. Every conversation we’d ever had. Every moment I might have done something better, different, more.

When my driver hits the tunnel, traffic slows to a crawl.

I numbly thumb through my phone, looking at posts from my horse show friends. Everyone’s prepping for Summer Lights Classic in Springfield. A tiny bit of guilt squeaks in. Maybe my mom was right, maybe I should be staying and finding an interim program until Erik is back in business. Compete in a familiar pond. Get prepared for an equine program like the one at UConn or UVM. Instead, I’m heading off for a bigger pond with more experienced fish. Girls who homeschool in order to ride the show circuit and have hundred thousand dollar horses. Trainers who’ve been on Olympic teams and even have medals to show for it. A grandmother who’s been painted as too concerned about competitive outcomes my entire life.

A text beeps in. Speak of the devil. My grandmother. The Unsinkable Molly Malone. That’s what my dad calls her anyway, even though the real Unsinkable Molly’s last name was Brown.

    I’LL BE WAITING IN THE CELL LOT. TEXT WHEN YOU GET TO BAGGAGE CLAIM. LOOKING FORWARD TO SEEING YOU. MM—THESE TEXTS MAY BE PENNED BY VOICE SO MAY CONTAIN ERRORS

The all caps is something none of us can stop her from doing, no matter how many times we try to explain she’s shouting. The MM voice text bit is a preprogrammed signature she has in her phone to keep from admitting that she might write the occasional curse word. At least that’s what I like to believe, that autocorrect is not the thing making my grandmother cooler than the rest of us.

OKAY, I shout back.

Then I add another. Looking forward to seeing you, too. Thank goodness my mom’s bad feelings about showing horses hadn’t included cutting MaMolly out of our lives completely. My grandmother is pretty cool.

The driver pulls up at Terminal B and I take my bags and weave my way inside. To the outside world, I probably look like one of the zillions of Boston-based college students leaving to head home for the summer. Not a girl with a broken heart, leaving to spend the summer with a seventy-something-year-old so I don’t have to run into my ex and her boyfriend over the summer.

I get through security, grab a tall iced unsweetened green tea from Starbucks and a bag of protein mix nuts, and head to my gate. I’m in my window seat before the business bro lands in the center seat. I pull out the latest copy of Dressage Today and make myself small and invisible and radiate do-not-talk-to-me vibes. Fortunately, center seat business bro pulls out a laptop and gets himself right to work. My phone beeps as the flight attendants walk by snapping shut the overhead compartments.

I take a quick glance.

    I have something to tell you. Can you call me?

My heart drops to my toes. It’s been weeks since Judith and I talked. I’d texted her to tell her about Erik’s illness, and we’d had a little back-and-forth exchange—strictly horse related—until I’d made the mistake of asking if she was still with Brad and there’d been this long lag between texts. When she’d finally come back she’d said that if I was going to keep getting all weird about things, she’d have to rethink us being friends. I couldn’t lose her completely.

I rotate the phone inward and start to type.

“Young lady. You’ll need to put that on airplane mode now.”

The flight attendant has a butter thick Southern accent and is smiling at me, but it’s not a friendly smile. It’s a don’t-make-my-job-harder-you-stupid-teenager smile.

“Can I . . .” My fingers itch to talk to Judith.

She loses the charm. “Now.”

Business bro turns and gives me a seasoned traveler scowl, so I don’t text Judith back. I put my phone in airplane mode and zip it into my computer bag.

Maybe it won’t hurt to make her wait.





Kat

Elliot’s SUV smells like the inside of my brothers’ shoes, which is perhaps the only bright side of not being the one to drive them around this week.

“Can you please put those back on?” Corbin and Cole are rapidly changing out of their sneakers into their cleats for baseball. One week left of school and they’re already practicing for summer league. My dad needs a chauffeur at his beck and call and he, with the help of Elliot’s dad, convinced Elliot to keep helping out, since Delilah is kaput for the foreseeable future.

“What’s the matter?” Corbin, the three-minute elder of the two black-headed twins, waves his socked right foot in my face. I slap it away.

Cole laughs and begins to make his own feet dance around in an olfactory choreography of disgusting proportions.

“Y’all stink.” But I’m laughing along with them because it’s hard not to like my brothers. Even for me.

“What’s the matter, cuz. You don’t like the powerful smell of testosterone in the afternoon?” Elliot winks at me. Just because he notices guys and I don’t doesn’t necessarily mean I’m queer. It could be purely coincidental.

My brothers tumble out of the van when we pull up to the curb at the park.

“Be ready when we get back to pick you up!” But I doubt they hear me because they’re already slapping high fives and shoulder slamming with their teammates. They’re like Emma, all confidence and athleticism.

When we pull up to Elliot’s house, he brakes hard. There’s a Pool Pardners truck blocking the drive. Elliot leans his head back against the seat and blows out a massive breath. “He’s here.”

“Who’s here?”

“The pool guy.”

“Your dad?” I’m confused. Elliot’s father, my dad’s first cousin, owns the only pool installation and supply company in the area, and since little Harmon, North Carolina, has become a haven for retirees from colder places and the horse show elite, there are a lot of pools. Which means Elliot’s dad and mom are loaded, and by proxy, so is Elliot.

“No, not my dad.” He whimpers. “His new hire. The one with the massive bulge in his pants.”

I put my hand over my ear. “La, la, la, I can’t hear you. No bulge talk.” Elliot had come out to me and Emma when he was in eighth grade and we were in seventh and sixth. I’d been hearing about his clandestine exploits for longer than he’d lied about dating Penelope Cesar.

“But it’s just so . . . bulgy . . . and he’s got these tattoos . . . and I swear he winked at me the last time he was here.”

“So why are we still in your car when you could be flirting by the pool?”

“The tattoos are of naked women and NASCAR flags.”

I shake my head. Elliot at least has a sense of self-preservation if not immaculately bad taste in potential boyfriends.

“What? Don’t judge, Miss Never-Met-Anyone-Worthy-Of-Her-Time.”

“I’m not judging. Well, okay, maybe I’m judging. But why do you find straight guys so attractive?”

Elliot shrugs. “They’re only straight until they’re not. Besides, all boys like a good blow job now and then.”

“Gross.”

“Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” He sighs once more, but then puts his SUV in reverse. “Want to go to the Bean?”

“Sure. And hard pass on the other. You can keep the bubbas of our fair town all to yourself.”

As we drive, my mind drifts. Why can’t I just open my mouth and say “Elliot, you’re right, I’m not into guys, so maybe I should see if I’m actually into girls.” But something always stops me. The part of me that’s scared to be outside the Harmon status quo.

When we get to the coffee shop, Emma’s friend Delaney is working the counter.

“Is it true?” Her eyes widen as we walk in.

For a second I think she’s talking about me, but there’s no way she could hear what I’ve been thinking about. “What?” I put my hands on the counter and lean in. Delaney knows all the gossip.

“That you’re going to help Emma find a new studio?”

“Wow. Word travels fast.”

“She texted.” Delaney laughs. “It is Harmon, you know. Anyway, that is supersweet of you and she’s really excited.”

“She said that?” My sister tends to act like she doesn’t care, so it makes me feel good that she’s excited enough to have shared with Delaney. And that she doesn’t really think she’ll get to move to Dallas.

“Yep, she did.” Delaney puts her hand on the order pad. “What can I get you?”

“Can we get two loaded caramel frappés and a slice of chocolate cake.” Dad harps on me all the time about sugar being bad for people’s skin and joints, but a girl can only be so perfect.

Delaney rings it up and puts in her discount for us. I pull out my cash before Elliot can offer to pay. Like my dad, I have a little pride, but maybe I’ll have to step back on that hard-and-fast rule if I’m going to earn the money I need to fix Delilah and keep Emma from finding the wrong boy with a car.

“Come sit with us. Take a break. We need to hear all about what’s new with you and Antonio . . .” Elliot sings out Delaney’s new boyfriend’s name with a perfect rounding of the vowels.

She turns beet red—sophomores are so cute—until the door chimes behind us and she regains her composure. “Can’t.” She tilts her head toward whoever is incoming. I glance behind me.

“Ugh,” I say to her. Horse show girls already in town for the spring and summer show season pile through the door of the Bean. They wear tight little breeches and perfect little polos and designer belts and printed socks that come up to their knees stuffed into some kind of identical brand loafer, which nobody outside of a barn would ever wear. “Good luck,” I whisper to Delaney and take the plate with our cake before the first girl gets too close.

“I’ll need it,” she whispers back.

Elliot on the other hand doesn’t move at all. He plops his chin down on his elbow and gives all the girls a good looking over before pointing at the clueless fifth girl in line. “What about that one?” he says to me, loud enough for the horse girls and me and Delaney and the whole damn coffee shop to hear.

Now I’m the one who’s gone beet red.

I grab him by the arm. “Come on.”

But as I walk toward a table, I make the mistake of glancing back. She smiles.

And there it is. The tiniest flutter. The feeling that’s been pestering me since puberty.

I push it away.

This town is too damn small to color outside the lines.





Chapter Three

Piper

My grandmother sits idling by the curb in her big silver Range Rover and waves through the window when she sees me approach. The passenger window glides down but only a crack.

“Throw your things in the way back, but don’t let Jacque and Jill out.”

My grandmother’s Jack Russell terriers bound over the passenger seat, to the back seat, to the cargo area as I walk alongside the car. It’s a real juggling act to push in my suitcase, duffel, and boot bag while holding two hyped-up terriers away from airport arrivals traffic. But my grandmother goes nowhere without them.

Once I’m finally in the car and no dogs have been hurt in the act, I lean over to kiss her on the cheek, and the scent of her—Guerlain’s Shalimar, high-quality timothy hay, and a slight undertone of horse—is warm and familiar. “Hi, MaMolly.” My older cousin had started calling her this when he was little, a bastardization of My Molly, and it stuck.

“Hello, love.” She pats my knee. “You look good. Fit.” She pulls out into traffic, the layers of gold bracelets that she wears everywhere except while riding dangling on her arm.

Jacque jumps from the back into my lap and covers my face with kisses. Jill’s right behind him. This is one of the many ways in which my mom differs from her mom. What my mom let go as a competitive rider, she made up for in the way of interior design perfection and cleanliness. My father’s English Labrador, Sir Thomaston, would never be allowed anywhere but behind his puppy gate in the way back of Mom’s car. I’m promptly covered in fine white hairs. “Are you hungry? Thirsty? Would you like me to stop somewhere for you before we get on the interstate?”

Really what I want to do is pull out my phone and stare at the text from Judith again. I’d started to text her from the tarmac, but business bro had gotten inexplicably chatty and wanted to know about the nature of my business in town and having seen my horse magazine wanted to inform me all about the big Equestrian Center out west of Charlotte. Had I heard of it? Would I be visiting it?

Any horse girl when point-blank asked about horses and riding is bound to spill a little. Especially since I hope I’ll be showing at that very center before the summer is over. So, I let Judith wait.

Now I won’t text in front of my grandmother because I’ve learned her generation finds it incredibly rude when my generation pulls out their phones. Plus, maybe, I like making Judith wait. Let her wonder where I am, who I’m with for a change, instead of the other way around.

“No, thank you.”

“Are you sure? Last chance for a drive-through Starbucks.” My grandmother winks at me.

“I thought you said you’d gotten one in Harmon?” In fact, I know she did, because she sent one of those all cap texts and a picture of the cup with her name scrawled on it in black marker to mark the occasion. Judith thought it was weird that my grandmother is my texting buddy, but not many people have a grandmother as amazing as mine.

“A Starbucks? Oh yes. Big news in town when it happened. Much excitement, let me tell you. However, it’s not drive-through. It’s in the grocery store. You have to park and go in and inevitably you end up seeing six of your neighbors and have to make godforsaken small talk.”

MaMolly acts like this is a big deal, which is a farce, because my grandmother is a social butterfly. She’s a member of two different horseback hunts (which she assures me only chase scent not actual foxes), is on the board of a horse rescue league, paints at the local Arts League, and still plays tennis to boot. And those are just the activities I remember.

She doesn’t wait for me to agree with her, because obviously she’s jonesing for her own jolt of caffeine, which is what I think keeps her seventy-three-year-old self running at high gear. The dogs each get a Puppuccino, so soon I’m covered in not only white fur but dollops of whipped cream.

“Throw them in the back before we get on the highway.”

I do—well, I don’t actually throw the dogs—and MaMolly whips out a lint roller from her console.

“Thanks,” I say, and laugh. If it weren’t for my broken heart, this summer would be perfectly set up for nothing but fun. I hope I spend every day covered in horse hair and sweat and have zero minutes in the day to think about Judith and her “I just don’t have those kinds of feelings for you anymore” talk.

How can a girl give you the sweetest kisses imaginable on a Friday afternoon, then break your heart on Sunday night? I have a strong feeling I know what happened on the Saturday in between, but I don’t want to think about Judith cheating, even emotionally. Leave it the way it is in my mind.

My phone buzzes and despite the risk of disappointing MaMolly, I look at the screen.

    Did you get my last text? I really need to talk to you. It’s important.

The text dots come up like she’s typing more.

Then,

    I miss you.

My palms itch with the need to type, but I count backward from ten instead.

It feels good to be the one in charge of the narrative.





Kat

Early morning sunlight streams into my tiny disaster of a room. The twins got the big attic room with the dormer eaves and Emma has the sunny first floor bedroom that used to be a guest room when Mom was still here. After Mom left, Dad tried to give me their room, but the man has more products and a bigger wardrobe than me and Emma combined. Plus, Emma got all pushy that she should have gotten the master bedroom if Dad was giving it up, so I said I’d stay where I was. The man is a saint and needs a little something in his life for all he does for us.

I push old homework papers and dirty clothes off the end of my bed and open my laptop. I’m curious about the dance school in Texas that Emma showed me in the salon’s magazine. There’s no way our selfish mother would actually let Emma move in with her, but I like seeing what my sister dreams about.

The dance company is incredible. They have a hip-hop team, an intermediate team, even a preprofessional team. Out of curiosity, I search nearby Greenville and find the website for Dazzle Dance Pros. It’s for sure better than the local studio, Ms. Kelly’s, but not as cutting edge as the place in Texas. They have a page with prices, though, and information about auditions for their professional competition company. For the low, low price of about two thousand dollars, my sister could do a summer intensive and be a member of the group next school year. That doesn’t factor in the gas, time, and wear and tear on Delilah to get her there every day, though. But I’d drive her if she wanted. I hate when she gets sad about the mom situation and the local dance situation, and maybe something like this would be what she needed to go next level. She could, for sure, nail the audition.

Which brings it down to money. How can I find five thousand dollars to fix my car and pay for more sophisticated dance lessons to follow through on my promise to help her?

We really need my van.

Dad would say follow your dreams and the money will follow. That’s why he’d gone back to school to learn to do hair and facials. He’d opened the Tousled Orchid to popular—if not entirely financial—success, despite what his male friends and relatives muttered under their breath. When Mom left him not long after he enrolled in classes, the rumors swirled thicker, but Dad doesn’t care. He’d gone after his dream, even if it isn’t what people expected after his first unhappy career in construction management. Now he’s not only an entrepreneur, but a denizen of good skin and healthy hair. But, even though we all love the salon, it’s not a place that gives five-thousand-dollar handouts easily. I can ask, but I’m pretty sure I know the answer already.

What does Harmon, North Carolina, need? What is the thing that a teenage girl can do that an adult hasn’t already thought of and tried and failed?

Uncle Randall would offer me a job with the pool company for the summer, but at eight bucks an hour and days filled with NASCAR tattoo guys ogling me in a bathing suit and shorts, it doesn’t add up. Even if I did it full-time for the whole summer I’d be shy of what I need and that doesn’t even factor in having taxes taken out. I need a shot of entrepreneurial genius. But my brain isn’t working, I’m coming up with nada, zero, zilch, the big goose egg.

Maybe it’s time for a shot of something more potent.

I wander downstairs to the kitchen. It sparkles and smells like natural lavender cleaner. Dad, the only other early riser in the family, looks awfully cute in his “Metrosexual” apron and dish gloves. “Good morning.” He opens his arms and I go in for a warm hug. When he releases me he points to the fridge. “There are carrot cinnamon muffins. Gluten-free.”

“Espresso?” I ask.

He sighs. “A green smoothie would be better.”

“Dad. I’m eighteen. My skin is flawless. I don’t drink. I don’t smoke. I’m still a virgin. Please. Let me have my caffeine.”

He relents—the uncomfortableness of the virgin comment gets him every time—and scoops espresso into the portafilter of the fancy Breville machine Mom sent us last Christmas. I take out two muffins and put them in the toaster oven. The bros will sleep till early afternoon on this rare non-baseball Saturday and Emma spent the night at Delaney’s, so it’s just me and the pops.

“What do you have planned today?” he asks.

I sip my espresso and hope it will provide the jolt of inspiration I need. “I have to feed Mrs. Phillips’ cats.”

Our next-door neighbors took an impromptu weekend trip to Atlanta and left me in charge of their two rescue cats. I’ve already thought of the pet-sitting thing, but at five dollars per visit, it isn’t much of anything to add to my kitty. Pun intended. Plus, most people around here need farm sitters and without a car, I’m out of luck.

But then, I have a bit of an epiphany. “Maybe I could come to the salon with you and see if any of your clients have errands they need me to run, or small jobs around their houses. I really want to get Delilah fixed.”

“Sweetheart, I’m going to figure something out about the van.”

He’ll eventually make it happen, I know he will, but it sucks being without wheels even for a couple of weeks.

“But would it be okay for me to try? It’d be cool to figure it out on my own.”

I see the flicker of a smile. He likes that I share his entrepreneurial spirit.

“What kind of errands?”

“I don’t know.” I shrug. “Maybe walk to the Bean and get coffee orders for people. Wash windows? Weed people’s gardens?” I have enough babysitting for a lifetime with my own brothers.

“I suppose you could try.” He pulls out his phone and scans the salon’s scheduling app. “It’s a busy day. Sadie’s got that new woman from Canterhills. There’s the usual Saturday wash and set crew.” He looks some more. “Mrs. Malone is my one o’clock.”

Perfect. Molly Malone is a genius businesswoman. Dad read us an article in the paper about her when he was restarting his own career. In her sixties, Mrs. Malone developed a line of horse care products and business boomed for her. I remember how excited Dad had been when she’d become a client and, eventually, a friend.

She’s the perfect person to consult about potential entrepreneurial opportunities.

But there’s one more thing I want to ask Dad about.

“Has Emma mentioned the dance school?” I pause, knowing the impact of my next words. “In Dallas?”

Dad’s hands go still under the faucet. He sighs. “Yes.”

My mouth goes dry. I know it makes Dad feel crappy when he can’t do stuff for us. I mean, here he is, the guy taking care of us, paying the bills, running the business . . . staying. Neither me or my brothers are delusional about what we can expect. But Emma? Helping her out with the dance thing would make him a hero.

“I was thinking . . .”

“Never a good start when it comes to you, my scheming oldest child.”

“No, hear me out. Dallas is out of the question, obviously, but what if she could dance better semi-locally? If Emma auditioned for the good company in Greenville and danced with them for the next couple of years, it might give her a way to earn some kind of scholarship for college.” Emma’s grades on their own were never going to make that happen. Another way she and I are different.

He turns and wipes his hands on a dish towel. “Sounds like time, transportation, and money.”

“But if she got in, and you could afford it, I could help get her there for rehearsals.”

“That’s a big commitment on your part, Kat. It’s your senior year next year. You’ll be busy with your own activities.”

“She’d be so into it. You know she would. And she can use Delilah on the days I’m busy. She’ll have her full license by then, so it won’t matter what time dance is done.”

“Kat. Things are too tight right now. I’m already bartering with Ms. Kelly to help pay for Emma’s classes. I don’t think anyone’s going to drive up from Greenville to get haircuts from me or my staff.”

“Oh.” The air goes out of my hope balloon. “I didn’t know that.”

“It’s not up to you to know that.” He motions for me to settle into a side hug.

“What if I can come up with the money?”

Dad laughs into my hair.
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