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ONE

DAILY AFFIRMATION: I TRUST THE UNIVERSE TO KEEP MY LIFE EFFORTLESSLY ON TRACK.


According to the many-worlds theory—and possibly an old Gwyneth Paltrow movie—we split our universe with each decision we make. That means I’ve made a thousand right choices to get to this point, each littering time and space with sadder cast-off versions of me, say with dyed red hair instead of my natural dark brown or living in Tokyo instead of Toronto. Realistically, not even thousands but billions or trillions or whatever illions is beyond that.

I doubt any of those Dee Kwans are as happy as me. Thanks to meticulous vision boarding, wholehearted manifesting, and enough positive thinking to fill the Milky Way with stars, I’m exactly where I’m meant to be, doing exactly what I’m meant to do.

Waking before my alarm, I stretch in bed, warm and content under the thick duvet. The weak December sun streaming through the window lights the soft yellow walls with a golden glow that I admire before grabbing my phone to open my new meditation app. Six deep breaths and two nasal panting cycles later, I get antsy and turn it off. I haven’t found the app that best suits me, but honestly, I don’t need it. According to Mom, I take after her—happy by nature.

I make my way to the kitchen, where I tie back the retro dotted swiss curtains I installed in place of the old vinyl blinds with their permanently tangled cords, and put in some toast, idly counting the blooming flowers of the de Gournay–style wallpaper above the backsplash until it pops. I’m not lonely but it would be nice to share breakfast with someone. I can see him now, wearing a pair of flannel pajama bottoms as he stands at the white-and-gold marble counter, smiling fondly at me over his shoulder.

“Let me find someone,” I say to the old Niagara Falls–themed thermometer I’d left in the window. “A man is not a necessity, but it would be a bonus. Preferably one who can cook. I’ll do the dishes.”

There, I’ve sent my aspiration out and trust that the universe, which I assume has nothing urgent that it needs to deal with, will manifest this man for me. I can sit back and wait for him to appear when the time is right.

I dig my toes into the Wedgwood-blue rug that covers the warm wood of the parquet floor and glance at the paper I’d stuck on my bulletin board near the fridge last January. Although “get man” hadn’t made the list, it was chock-full of life goals. I read them over as I layer Havarti on my breakfast sandwich.


NO NEGATIVE VIBES!



I’d written this with little stars to emphasize the positive vibe-ness.


MEDITATE DAILY REGULARLY.

EXERCISE DAILY REGULARLY.

PRACTICE WEEKLY REGULAR SELF-CARE FOR WELLNESS.

BE THE BEST CHARIOTEER I CAN BE AT WORK.

REMAIN THE QUESTIE QUEEN.



My eyes linger on the last point. Oh, Questie. I’d discovered the online game last year when I needed a break from painting walls and ripping up carpet, and now spend a few blissful hours each week solving puzzles that lead to clues hidden around the city. Which reminds me, it’s time for my daily Questie leaderboard check to confirm that SunnyDay remains numero uno and in the top dog slot.

I grab my phone with one hand and open the app as I bite into my sandwich, tomato spilling onto the thrifted Royal Albert forget-me-not patterned plate. I’ve been first for the last six months, my position unassailable, although under frequent and unwelcome attack by Teddy9. A faint sense of satisfaction suffuses me as I see that, yes, I am in the lead, a feeling deepened by noting that Teddy9 has dropped to fourth. I click over to the Questie chat and message him privately. We’ve been sharing good-natured taunts for the last couple months, and this seems like an excellent opportunity to rub in my continued dominance.


Me: May the Fourth be with you. Get it? Because you’re in fourth place?

Teddy9: It’s December and that joke is so bad I’m not going to dignify it with an answer.

Me: Yet here we are.

Teddy9: It doesn’t matter. I have a plan.

Me: Is your devious plan to solve clues faster and with some accuracy, unlike last week’s puzzle?

Teddy9: I stand by the fact that clue six was impossible for a normal person.

Me: Sounds like loser talk.

Teddy9: Winning is a state of mind, SunnyDay.

Me: You know, I’m magnanimous in victory. My name’s Dee. You can use it.

Teddy9: I’m Teddy.

Me: I suspected.

Teddy: My name could have been 9, you know.



He logs off and I check if any of my friends have contacted me. I don’t have many, and lately I’ve barely seen the ones I do. I’m usually the one to suggest meeting but I’ve been too busy. I’ll reach out today.

I follow my usual getting-ready routine, which means after sunscreen comes my daily affirmation. Over the years, I’ve chanted everything from “You’re good enough” to “The bangs will grow out.” If I don’t have anything specific, I default to “I delete negativity to live my best life.” The important part is that I put my mind on a path to attract good energy and manifest my yes. My older sister, Jade, thinks this is all bull but she can go screw. Thanks to my mindset, life has turned out as I want, and there’s no point messing with a good thing.

Since I’ve been working late all week, I’m going in a bit past my usual time, which has allowed me this unusually leisurely weekday morning. I decide to take the long route through the park near my house. It’s quiet this time of day, and a sheet of neon orange with little cuts along the bottom flutters on a lamppost, like someone’s advertising for their lost cat. Curious, I move closer.

TAKE WHAT YOU NEED, it says. Instead of phone numbers, the tabs read:

BREAK FROM ROUTINE

VIRTUAL HUG

MOMENT TO YOURSELF

KINDNESS

Two are missing, and I wonder what other passersby were missing from their lives. Then I shrug and turn away, leaving the tabs for someone else. I have everything I need.

Thirty minutes later, I’m walking up the stairs to Chariot Consulting. The office takes up the third floor of a small heritage building on Spadina Avenue, in easy walking distance of Queen Street’s shopping and bars and Chinatown’s food glories. When I walk in, it feels like home, which I suppose is natural given the amount of time I spend here.

After I wave to Nadia, the receptionist, I head to my office and stop with a little heart flutter of appreciation that hasn’t dissipated since my recent promotion. The card on the door reads DAIYU KWAN because I’m always Daiyu at work. Dee, with its blond-ponytail surfer vibe, is for my personal life.

Then comes the best part of the name plate: CONSULTANT. After doing Chariot’s communications for five years, they made me a full-fledged diversity consultant two months ago. It took an entire section of my vision board and endless night classes, but I’m finally in a position to make a difference by helping organizations become places where everyone can thrive. I want a world where people like my loathsome—and estranged—aunt Rebecca don’t have the power to stop anyone from achieving their dreams.

I blow the card a kiss as I go in and flip on the light. More cynical people might find it pathetic, and I’m sorry for them, but Chariot gives my life meaning. It’s worth every hour I spend at night and on weekends completing extra projects to prove my value. I put down my bag and straighten the copy of my CEO’s book, Diverse Paths, One Goal, which sits on the shelf behind my desk. I’d ghostwritten it last year, and seeing my name in the alphabetical list of acknowledgments at the back continues to thrill me.

I haven’t had time to decorate the space with my favorite motivational posters and soft-light lamps, but I can fix that when I come in on the weekend. The learning curve has been harder than I expected, especially since Chariot hasn’t hired for my previous role so I’m currently doing both jobs. They’ve assured me it won’t be much longer.

I look around with a sigh of total contentment and take a of sip of the green tea I brought from home. Everything—everything—is going according to plan.

Perfect.





TWO


I’m deep into client survey data when Nadia pokes her head around my door. “Staff meeting,” she announces.

I check the time, and to my surprise, it’s almost noon. “Sorry?”

“Emergency all-hands meeting,” she elaborates. “Right now.”

Nadia disappears down the hall before I can ask for details. Concentration broken, I drink my cold tea and stretch, unworried. It’s probably a new client announcement. Our CEO, George, likes to summon us to celebrate those together, like a family.

The boardroom is crowded when I arrive, and I hide my disappointment when there’s not even a box of Timbits on offer. At least the office Keurig supply was replenished, so I snatch a matcha latte, dropping a toonie into the box.

“I’m taking bets on whether he’s retiring or it’s a mass layoff,” says Nadia as I stand next to her. Her mug says Don’t got time for maybes in pink cursive and smells like caramel. She looks remarkably unbothered.

Before I can answer, I catch sight of my manager. He’s frowning at his feet and muttering something to the IT director, who rubs his beard. In fact, the entire leadership team sports expressions from somber to grave.

“It doesn’t look good,” I say, heart sinking. Then I rally. “I could be wrong.”

“I doubt it.” She checks out the crowd over the top of her mug. “I’d say we’re screwed.”

George strolls in, waving cheerfully, with his tousled gray hair curling over the edge of his collar. He looks tan, as he usually does after one of his Palm Beach breaks. “Good morning, Charioteers!” he booms as he bounds up the makeshift riser at the front. He never needs a mic.

He doesn’t wait for the calls of “Hi, George” to finish echoing around the room.

“I have incredible news.” George gives us his trademark boyish smile. “I founded Chariot almost thirty years ago when I saw the need for diversity guidance among…”

Having heard our corporate history dozens of times, I tune out George’s heartfelt exposition and Nadia’s snarky commentary to check the Questie leaderboard, where Teddy9 has moved up a place. He must be completing older puzzles to pull up his score. I message him.


Me: Sneaky.

Teddy: Told you I had a plan.



I don’t like this, but Nadia nudges me as George says, “Diversity and inclusion are changing, and so too must Chariot.”

Nadia leans over. “Looks like he might be retiring after all.”

“After the fuss he made about wanting to be carried out dead in his chair?” I whisper back.

“I’ll be taking on a new role”—George pauses for dramatic effect—“as CEO of my cottage in Muskoka.”

He chuckles, but instead of the laughter he clearly expects, the room fills with whispers. Someone calls out, “What?”

“Thank you,” says George. “In the immortal words of The Byrds, there is a season.”

Nadia snorts. “The Byrds or Ecclesiastes. This is what happens when you don’t do his speaking notes.”

“Nadia!”

“C’mon, I know you do all his writing.” She tilts her mug toward a cluster of blond women standing to the side with neutral expressions. “Like the angels do the rest of his work.”

George spends another few minutes extolling the virtues of Chariot and our achievements before saying, “My season, our season, here is done. I know you’ll keep the Charioteer spirit alive wherever you go.”

Understanding filters through the room, and the whispers grow to mutters. The same voice calls, “Wait, are you shutting Chariot down? We’re getting laid off?”

“Bingo,” crows Nadia in somewhat misplaced triumph. “I knew it.”

“Chariot began with me, and I’m saddened and honored it will end with me.” George dips his head down as if overcome with emotion and clasps his hands over his chest. Then he looks up. “Your manager will be in touch with details.”

I don’t pay attention to whatever he says next as I stand there, nauseous from the hammering of my heart. I’d worked so hard to get this job and now it’s gone? I didn’t even have a chance to show what I could do. I flex my hands to try to physically force my usual positivity back and breathe deep. It’s a shock, but this doesn’t have to be bad. In fact, it’s a good chance to expand my horizons.

We join the escaping crowd after George dismisses us. “You’ll need luck,” Nadia says.

I steer around two women from finance who have stopped in the middle of the corridor, texting frantically as they shake their heads. “What do you mean?”

She sighs. “You sweet summer child. You’ve only been a consultant for two months. You think it’ll be easy to get a new job? It’s back to pension update emails for you.”

“I can find a job.” I trip on the edge of the carpet. “I have lots to offer.”

“You could have a chance given what they pay junior consultants.” Nadia looks thoughtful. “The others will be asking for much more.”

She leaves me at my office, dragging my confidence behind her like tissue on a shoe as I wonder if she’s right. Chariot is as comfortable as a pair of worn sneakers, and I don’t want to break in new ones. Not when I was settling in for a marathon here. My throat tightens and I’m grateful the hallway remains empty so I don’t need to talk.

Forcing myself to step into the office that remains mine for the moment, I sit at my desk and slide my hand up and down the seam of my notepad while staring at an old nail hole in the wall. I should make a list. What about my résumé? It’s up-to-date, but can I add more? Finances. My bank account ends each month perilously close to zero.

When the phone rings, I put it on speaker, relieved for a distraction to stop me ruminating about this setback. No, this opportunity, because I need to start thinking about this in the correct way.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, sunshine. Are you taking advantage of the nice weather?” Mom is a big proponent of taking advantage of whatever the day brings.

“I’m at work.” I’ll tell her about George’s bombshell later, when I’ve processed it enough to be in the proper headspace for her pep talk. I check Questie and see Teddy remains in third place.

“You should go out and get some vitamin D,” she says. “It’s so good for improving your mood.”

It takes everything in me to not make an immature and hugely inappropriate joke. “I’ll go for a walk later.”

“Make sure you do, sunshine. Well, I have some interesting news.”

A chill settles on my skin. I’ve had a long time to learn my mother’s code words, and interesting is as close to bad as she gets. “Is it Dad?” I demand.

“Why would you say that? He’s out for a walk,” she answers breezily. “Did I tell you I’m making yogurt from scratch? It’s wonderful for your gut ecosystem. Healthy body, healthy mind.”

I relax a bit. The yogurt doesn’t surprise me. Since her retirement, Mom has thrown herself into trying all the things she couldn’t do while working, like playing tennis, making jam, and finishing a petit point pillow featuring orange tulips that sits on my pretty teal love seat. She’d been working on it sporadically since I was twelve.

“What’s going on, Mom?”

There’s a brief silence before she clears her throat. “It’s nothing to worry about. You know Grandma had a little problem with her hip.”

It was a severe fracture that resulted in hospitalization and daily physiotherapy. “Is she okay?”

“The most important part of healing is that she keep her spirits up.”

Cheerfulness is not something I associate with my grandmother, who has not smiled in years, at least not at me. I sit straighter. “Mom.”

“Your dad and I have been talking, sunshine.”

I try to hold on to my pleasant outlook, but dread edges out my self-control. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“Grandma’s not able to live on her own anymore, but you know how she feels about moving into a home.”

“Yeah,” I say. “I know.” She told Mom she’d rather be put out on an iceberg where she could die with some dignity. Exact words.

“I can’t do that to her,” Mom says. “She can’t come live with us up north because it’s too far from her medical appointments.”

“Okay?”

“You can say no, of course. We won’t be angry.”

“Say no to what?” I exclaim. “Spit it out.”

There’s a pause as Mom debates whether to scold me for being rude, but she says, “I’d like to move her to your house.”

I say the first thing that pops into my head. “I can’t take care of her. I have to work.”

“We would do that. Your father and I.”

“How are you going to find a place to live?” The housing market in Toronto is so brutal it’s one step away from drawing pistols at dawn for a two-bedroom.

“We’d move in with her,” Mom says softly. “Back into our house.”

Back into their house. Their house, which is supposed to be my house, the home I spent a year and my entire savings getting perfect. When my parents retired and moved up north, they’d generously gifted me the deed with the permission of my sister, Jade, who had no desire to take on what she refers to as the sad urban shoebox. She can take her McMansion Lite north of the city, with its consistent HVAC and enough room for an outdoor pizza oven, because I love my tiny house. Love it with a love that extends past pragma and into agape. Perhaps Eros. It’s my castle, where I can pull up the drawbridge and simply be.

On the screen, Teddy moves to second place, but as of four seconds ago, I have bigger issues to contend with than my game rank.

Although it is annoying.

Mom keeps talking. “This is a lovely opportunity for our family to connect.”

I don’t know why that’s necessary, but I’m careful not to voice this particular thought. It took my grandmother until Jade was born to accept that Mom had married a Chinese guy and to start speaking to him directly instead of filtering comments through Mom, at first claiming his accent was too heavy for her to understand. More than thirty years later, the best that can be said for their relationship is that it’s not uncivil. We’ve been getting along fine barely talking for years.

“What about Jade’s house?” Halfway through, I shift my whine to a more upbeat tone so the question ends in a squeak.

“She has more room but you know how your sister feels.”

I sure do, because if my relationship with Heather Henderson is best described as distant, Jade’s is nonexistent. When Jade came out as bi, Grandma refused to believe it. Flat out told Jade she was only confused and would eventually settle down with a nice boy. Things improved slightly after Jade’s kids came along, but unlike Dad and despite Mom’s incessant pleas, my sister is much less willing to smooth things over for the sake of harmony. She’s waiting for an apology that won’t ever come, because people like Grandma think they’re entitled to behave however they want without consequence.

“Is this the best idea, Mom?”

“That doesn’t sound like my Dee,” she says in a warning tone.

“No, it’s that I wonder if—”

“It will work out fine, sunshine,” she interrupts. “You only need a bit of faith and an open mind.”

I bang my head against the desk lightly enough so Mom can’t hear it over the phone. As if I can say no. It would be monstrous. Unfathomable. Worse, not very nice of me. “Of course,” I say in defeat. “It’s your house. You’re always welcome.”

Which is true, but I pictured it more like a weekend visit, not an annexation.

“Dee, it’s your house. We know this is a change, and we’re grateful you’re such a good girl.”

You don’t have to be good, says the mean and unhelpful inner voice I’ve fought to keep buried my whole life. They gave you the house. It’s yours and you don’t owe Grandma anything. I stuff that down guiltily, knowing how disappointed Mom would be with my negative perspective.

She continues to think aloud. “We’ll need a place for chili, too.”

“Why not the kitchen?”

“I don’t like that. Too messy.”

I don’t have the energy to ask what she could possibly mean by that so I let it slide. “When are you coming?”

“In two weeks. We’re putting Grandma’s town house up for sale, and she doesn’t want to be there for the showings. Does that work?”

“Sure.” I’m not sure what my voice sounds like, but it feels like I’m underwater.

“It’ll be fine,” says Mom cheerfully. “It always is.”

We get off the phone, and I drum my fingers on the table. What’s done is done, and I’ll make the best of it like always. Then my phone beeps and drops down a Questie notification. It’s a message.


Teddy: There we go.



I scramble to check. Teddy9 is number one on the leaderboard.

Thanks a lot, universe.





THREE

DAILY AFFIRMATION: I AM STRONG, MIGHTY, AND DRIVEN BY HIGHER GOALS THAT ARE NOT AT ALL PETTY.


On Saturday, I wake up determined to get one aspect of my life back in line. I might not be able to resuscitate Chariot or ban my injured grandmother from the comfort of my home, but I can at least fight Teddy for the number one Questie spot. My number one spot. I check my messages.


Teddy: The view certainly is nice from the top.

Me: Better take some photos, because you won’t be there long.



Teddy has triggered a strong competitive streak that’s been latent since high school gym. This guy thinks he’s good at Questie? Let’s see what he can do. I review my plan with the focus of a paratrooper about to drop out of a C-130.

First, check that the new weekly puzzle has uploaded. Leaderboard status is determined by how long it takes to complete each clue and finish the game by figuring out the final answer, which is an anagram of the clue letters. Bonus points go to the first ten players to finish.

The green icon flashes to indicate the puzzle will open soon. The overview, listed in point-form Helvetica on the first puzzle screen, says it’s limited geography, which means the clues are all within walking distance of each other. It also provides a general starting area.

Closing my eyes, I visualize SunnyDay leading the pack, then for good measure, I erase Teddy9 completely. Too bad when I crack an eyelid open, it’s to see their name glowing in big letters right above mine. Seems the universe has some work to do.

I take the subway to St. George Station and begin the game, eager to get winning. The first clue appears: The professor asks Diabolical questions. Diabolical is capitalized, which probably means it’s connected to an actual place name. Professor. Professor, university. Diabolical?

Of course. I give the phone such a victorious smile, it causes the woman coming through the door to shoot me a strange look and skitter away. Thanks to a Halloween city tour, I know where the clue is.

Go, me. Take that, Teddy.

Out on the street, I pass students stooped under bulging backpacks leaving small patches of dark concrete as they scuff their way through the snow. It’s almost exam season, and none of them look happy. Thrilled I never have to write another essay in my life—something to add to the gratitude journal—I come into the open space of the front campus and eye my target.

Questie clues are usually images, rebuses, trivia, or wordplay. This one is a mix of the last two. It’s based on a ghost story about a stonemason, Reznikoff, who attacked another mason, Diabolos, with an axe. Diabolos had planned to run away with the woman Reznikoff was in love with as well as his money.

The professor (the university) asks (sounds like axe) Diabolical (from the name) questions clearly refers to the axe mark that remains on the door in front of me. Before I take my first step to success, a man gusts past, heading straight toward the clue with deliberate purpose. I watch as he bends down, toque bobbing as if he’s nodding to himself.

Questie is more niche than popular, and this is my first time seeing another player in the wild. The guy pops back up to his feet and comes my direction, stride long and shoulders straight like he’s working a runway. He glances over as he walks by and falters when our gazes meet, face lifting out of the black scarf wrapped around his neck.

And what a face it is. When I was a kid, I had a battered book of fairy tales. One prince had black hair, and even ten-year-old me had known he was something special. Compared to the beaming blond and blue-eyed Prince Charmings on the previous pages, whoever had drawn my prince had gone straight for smolder and slow-burning dark energy.

Now the living, breathing 3D equivalent of that fairy tale prince stands in front of me, everything I’d imprinted on as desirable in a man minus the spangled epaulets and bejeweled sword.

I blatantly check him out. A wide forehead leads to broad cheekbones that slant down to a firm chin. The shadow of his slight stubble accentuates the strong lines of his face. His lips look full, but he’s biting the lower one with white teeth as he looks at me with hazel eyes. His lashes are long enough that he could bat them in a mascara ad, and the entire look is completed by a pair of black-framed glasses, the accessories icing on his hotness cake.

He moves past me with a polite nod of acknowledgment while I take a shuddery breath, because for two seconds, I was the sole focus of an extremely attractive man. Even if he had been significantly less striking, lingering eye contact apropos of nothing always makes my heart race. It’s such an intimate thing to share with a stranger.

I turn in admiration. I firmly believe it’s not the shoes that make the man but the walk, and a man with a good walk is incredibly appealing to me. In my head and based on no formal data whatsoever, a sexy and confident walk is the hallmark of a well-rounded, competent, and preternaturally hot man, the kind of guy who can drive stick and give solid advice—only when asked—about good places to eat in Hanoi, how to make a campfire, and if the earrings are too much with the necklace. A prince for the modern age, if you will.

I remind the universe I am open to both adventure and a relationship with someone smart and kind and who preferably looks like Lee Dong–Wook, although that’s probably pushing my luck. Then again, specificity matters when manifesting, so it’s best to aim for exactly what you want. Fine, universe, make him look like Dong-Wook. If you must.

The man crosses the street, and I reluctantly tear my eyes away to check the axe-marked door. Then I look back. Hold on.

My head oscillates between the clue and the man, the man and the clue. Is it…? It might be? There’s only one other person in the city who’s as good at Questie as I am. I glance at my phone to double-check Teddy9’s profile. I’ve never seen him in person, but his avatar is a round circle with a mop of dark hair, which could be one of a million men, including this guy. I squint at it, looking for details, when a message comes up.


Teddy: One down.



My head shoots up. Confirmed. Prince Smolder is Teddy, and oh my goodness. I wasn’t picturing Questie Teddy as that attractive, and while it shouldn’t matter—books judged by cover and all that—I can’t help but feel it’s a tiny bit unfair that Teddy be a solid ghost pepper on the Scoville heat scale, even hotter than my love Dong-Wook, and also have my spot on the leaderboard.

Not to mention Teddy’s dazzling face and fabulous walk distracted me from the game as the clock kept ticking. I lift my chin. He might have won the battle for the first clue, but I’m going to win the war. I run up to the door and find the letter C written in marker on the stone of this historically significant building. Once I put in the letter—you get deductions for each wrong guess to prevent players from simply working through the alphabet—the next clue pops up. It’s an image of a plate of spaghetti with parmesan and basil. A restaurant or… Isn’t the Italian Consulate General close by on Beverley Street? I google it, note that the insignia is the same as the one on the fork in the clue, and head off at a trot, determined to beat my competition.

My phone buzzes and I check it quickly to see if Teddy has reached the second location yet. No, but the message isn’t much better. It’s Jade, and all it says is WTF.

There’s no point ignoring her since my sister will escalate to a phone call within minutes if I don’t reply. I keep my pace and write back.


Me: Mom told you?

Jade: That she unilaterally decided to move everyone in with you? Why did you agree?

Me: I tried. You know Mom.

Jade: You need to be firm with her. Plus, Grandma doesn’t deserve it, not after how she treated us.



Grandma was never actively mean—low bar—but we aren’t her preferred grandchildren. Those are Aunt Rebecca’s set of matched blonds who have financially remunerative careers in banking (Ryder) and being the wife of a man in banking (Rachel). I’ve never met them because Aunt Rebecca moved to Calgary and cut Mom off after she married Dad, thus “contaminating the bloodline,” as she put it.


Me: You want me to tell Mom I won’t help them out.

Jade: No, I want you to apply the Cameron test.



The Cameron test is our code for asking Does this benefit me, us, or only you? It’s from the classic movie Ferris Bueller’s Day Off, where Cameron’s the poor tagalong schmuck who gets talked into doing whatever Ferris wants, no matter what his own feelings.


Me: No one’s taking advantage of me.

Jade: Please tell me you’re not thinking of this in some karmic points way.

Me (lying): Of course not. Anyway doesn’t she deserve a second chance?

Jade: She’s not on her second chance. There have been tons of chances over the years where she could have treated us like the family she expects you to be now.

Me: It doesn’t matter. I’ve agreed and it is what it is.

Jade: That’s a bullshit saying created by people who want you to believe there are no alternatives. There always are.

Me: I can handle it. Got to go!

Jade: Dee.

Me: What?

Jade: Nothing. Opal and the kids say hi. Love you!



I send back a heart, glad the conversation is over. Although I love my sister, we are profoundly different people. Life never hands you more than you can handle, but Jade is always more willing to deploy a no before considering a yes.

Besides, I’m approaching my objective, a pale-yellow building with Italian flags, where the man who I’m 99.9 percent sure is Teddy is bending down to check the low brick wall. My dismay that he’s here is accompanied by a contradictory blast of pleasure that he’s here.

My feet crunch on the snow, and when he looks up at me from under his eyelashes, my breath stops puffing in the cold air. The glasses look good on him, but I get the sense he’s one of those men who rock everything from tuxedos to tracksuits. Handsome men kind of go with anything.

My face flushes as he slowly rises to his feet.

“I wondered if you were playing Questie,” he says. His eye contact is a bit intense, but I won’t back down from this power move. Luckily I manage to get my breath back.

“Teddy?” Too bad my voice shakes even with that one word. C’mon, Dee, get it together. You’ve met pretty, charismatic men before. Have I though? The guy has knocked the existence of any other man clear out of my head.

His eyes widen but I’m looking at his mouth. His top lip is a bit longer and fuller than his bottom, giving it an upside-down appearance. I want to press my thumb in the middle of that lopsided upper lip to mark it like a jam cookie. “SunnyDay? Dee?”

I nod.

“We finally meet,” he says. “Oh, that sounded way more like a supervillain than I planned.”

When he laughs with me, it all feels better. Beautiful though he may be, this is Teddy, the guy I’ve been chatting with online for months, and no one to be intimidated by. In all our back-and-forth teasing, Teddy was good-natured and never rude or mean.

I steady my voice. “You took my place on the leaderboard.”

“I did indeed.” He checks his phone. “Yep. Look at that. There it is.”

Confidence flows back at the sight of his smug grin. “That’s my spot.”

He gives me a long, slow look that gets my heart racing. “Then you’d better get moving if you want it back.”

Teddy turns away before I can reply and starts down the street, giving me an irritatingly jaunty wave as he goes.

That…hot or not, who does he think he…ugh. There’s no time to waste so I push aside my frustration and grab the clue, an H. Then it’s time to check the third clue. It takes me over fifteen minutes to figure out the answer, and when I do, I jog over to the clue location, convinced I’ll be there before Teddy.

To my dismay, I’m not. By the time I arrive, panting and sweating under my winter coat, the only thing I see of Teddy is his footprints. Damn. Teddy is good at Questie. Very good.

But I’m better, although it takes me a half hour to decipher the fourth clue. Teddy shows up as I leave, and I give him a big grin that he doesn’t return. I’m on a roll and beat him to the fifth clue as well.

The sixth has us jostling silently when we reach it simultaneously, but I manage to get it first.

“Only one clue left,” Teddy says.

“So there is. May the best player—me—win.”

He snorts and heads north in what I assume is an attempt to misdirect me. I duck into a doorway to protect myself from the wind as I puzzle out the last location.

I stare at the clue, a metal snake. A cobra, to be specific. Blowing on my cold fingers, I try reverse searching the image without success before bringing up a map of the area to pore over it, taking frequent breaks to see if Teddy has moved up the leaderboard because he’s made it to the last clue before me. I zoom around the map to consider my options. It won’t be a liquor store or Grossman’s Tavern. I come across the United Steelworkers union hall and pause.

Metal. Steel. Cobra. My friend’s dad used to be a steelworker and gave her a shirt with a snake that read, “If provoked, we will strike.” It has to be there.

I check the time. It’s taken me over twenty minutes to figure out the clue so I walk as quickly as the icy ground allows, hoping I’ve figured it out before Teddy. I whoop when I turn the corner and see the unmarked snow around my destination. I won! I can already see SunnyDay back on top of the leaderboard.

Then, Teddy’s gorgeous face appears at the other corner.





FOUR


I stare at him, dumbfounded, and Teddy stops to face me like a gunslinger in an old Western. We’re about the same distance from the clue, and I’ll be damned if I’m not there first.

He must come to the same conclusion, because he dashes toward the building like he’s been training for this his whole life. I’ve almost beat him when he flails his arms and tries to catch his footing. “Watch for the—oww!” Teddy goes sprawling at the exact moment my feet hit what he was trying to warn me about, a long patch of black ice under the snow made more dangerous by a sloping driveway.

“Oomph.” I land on my ass, thankfully well padded from my jacket, cheeseburgers, and genetics, and lie there. This could be the most humiliating moment of my life, worse than the time I gave a work presentation wearing a thin blouse only to have my manager quietly come up to give me a sweater while staring meaningfully at my chest.

For a moment, there’s no sound except the two of us panting on the ground. Finally he asks, “Are you okay?”

I wiggle my arms and legs and sit up. “Yeah. Are you?”

He sits up as well and takes off his gloves to fix his glasses so they’re straight on his nose. “I think so.”

Next to me lies a small notepad, open to pencil sketches of what look like dresses made of palm fronds. I pluck it out of the snow, doing my best to restrain myself from flipping through because the drawings are intriguing, and hold it out. “Yours?”

“Oh God.” He snatches it back and turns his face away. “Thanks.”

Teddy stuffs the pad into his pocket, then jumps to his feet and extends a hand to help me up, pulling me close enough to see the snow melting on his eyelashes. I take a quick look, then another, and step back to try to restore my equilibrium as I rub the snow off my mittens.

“We’re good?” he confirms. “Nothing broken or sprained? Only pride hurt?” I nod, and his eyes crinkle. “Then I can skip to the most important thing. I would have gotten there first, so I win.”

I stop in the middle of adjusting my hat. “First, no way. Second.” I check for the clue and see an S, which I tap into my phone. “A friendly reminder that you don’t win until you unscramble the word—”

“Which is changes. I knew that by clue four.”

I hold out my phone, where the screen displays cheerful fireworks. “And get it validated by Questie.”

“Goddammit.” He yanks out his phone but it’s too late. SunnyDay is back in the number one spot. He looks from the phone to me, his mouth twitching. “Congratulations. Looks like you won fair and square. However, I reached this clue first.”

“Does it matter?” I ask. “Since I won the game? The most important part?”

He gives me a look that makes it clear it matters greatly. “My slip marks start here.” He walks over and taps his boot down. “Yours start a good meter farther away.”

Is this the caliber of person Questie attracts? Breathtaking men willing to argue about slipping distance? I might be okay with that. Then Teddy takes off his hat and musses up his hair. I instantly decide I am extremely good with it, because although my initial impression was positive, it’s compounded when he shoves his hat back on crooked, pushing down his ears like a cat when you pet the top of its head. Two silver hoops sit in the upper part of his ear.

I suspect he’s mixed like me but I’m not completely sure. Jade could tell me. She insists she has bi-dar, claiming it’s good for both sexual and ethno-racial identification. To her credit, she hasn’t been wrong in all the times I’ve seen her apply it.

Then I shake off the facial analysis because there’s a more important issue, namely a trifling point to be settled against a man I’ve already trounced. Teddy paces my prints in the snow, placing his feet heel to toe and counting as he goes. “You were behind nine steps compared to my six. I’m the clear winner.”

“I’m not going to compare skid marks with you.” I clap my hand over my mouth. “Oh my God, forget I said that. Please.”

Teddy is already bent over, laughing so hard I have to join in. We only calm down when a wicked wind sweeps down the street, twisting the snow into paisley curls and making us shiver.

He glances at me, a small smile lingering on his face. “Do you want to continue this over lunch to warm up? There’s a pho place close by.”

This is fraternizing with the enemy, but he looks hopeful. Questie’s only a game, after all, and it’s one I’m winning. Plus I want to. I have to, in fact. This could be the universe answering my call. If that’s so, it’s gone above and beyond to deliver, because Teddy is smart, funny, and breathtaking. Thank goodness Questie has shown me he also seems like an interesting and relatable guy. “Sure.”

As we head toward Spadina Avenue, there’s a short silence, which is akin to death to me, so I fill it right away. “Do you know ski ballet used to be in the Olympics?” My dual superpower and toxic trait are a vast knowledge of weird facts that is helpful for Questie but sometimes annoying in real life.

“I didn’t.” Teddy looks like I’ve made his day by sharing that tidbit. My shoulders relax slightly.

“It was a demonstration event, though,” I say. “The medals didn’t count.”

“No wonder you’re so good at Questie,” he says. “You must kill trivia nights.”

He doesn’t say it as a diss but in a tone of actual respect. My bizarre general knowledge is usually a joke to people. In fact, being a joke is the best-case scenario. I had an ex-boyfriend who took it as a personal challenge to try to prove me wrong, and Jade called him Citation because of all the times he demanded references at dinner the first and only time they met.

We cross Spadina to the restaurant, and Teddy pauses at the pole topped by the statue of a cat on a chair. “We could go one day,” he says to the pole. “To trivia night. If you want.”

I try not to goggle at him. Is this a date request? A flush comes up to warm my wind-chilled face. Teddy stares up at the cat statue as if it’s the most fascinating thing in the world.

“That would be nice,” I say faintly.

“Really?” He breaks out into a huge smile, again directed at that cat, before he looks over and turns it on me. His eyes stay on mine, and I’m so flustered I miss the handle of the restaurant door and paw the glass.

“Yeah.” I’m grateful I can force out any words.

“Then it’s a date.”

“Okay,” I squeak.

Teddy pulls open the door and waves me through. The server shows us to a table near the front, then leaves a battered silver teapot and two menus. I sneak more peeks at Teddy between taking little sips of tea like I’m a newly presented debutante in a room of grande dames.

Teddy is smoother than I am, thank God, and starts the conversation. “That was fun,” he says.

“Questie always puts me in a good mood,” I agree. “That’s the first time I had to compete in real time for the clues, though.”

Teddy’s glasses steam up when he drinks and he takes them off to wave around. Without the heavy frames, his eyes look sharper and tilt down at the corners to give him an almost brooding look, like a melancholy outlaw. After he puts the glasses back on, pushing them up with a single finger in a gesture so cute I wish he’d do it again so I could capture it on film to watch when I’m sad, he leans over to pour me more tea.

“Finishing the puzzle almost at the same time,” he says. “I knew we were meant to be friends.”

“It takes approximately fifty hours for someone to become a casual friend and another one hundred to be a nonqualified friend,” I say. “Apparently.”

Teddy’s eyebrows raise. “Does messaging on a game platform count as any of those friendship service hours, or do we have to start from scratch?”

The server comes by and we order as I consider this. “I’d say we’ve banked about three hours.”

“If we add in the hours we spend playing Questie, it has to be closer to fifty.”

I laugh. “I’m fairly certain you have to spend the hours together.”

Teddy taps his cup. “That seems antithetical to modern life. Haven’t they heard of asynchronous time? I vote for at least twenty hours.”

“I’ll compromise at ten friendship hours banked.”

He makes a face. “Compromises are the orange Popsicles of existence.”

“The what?”

“Like, you have a Popsicle, which is great, but it’s orange.”

“I like orange Popsicles.”

“Sure, but are they your favorite? Or would you rather have pink? Or even lime?”

I struggle with that. He’s right and the smile he gives me says he knows. “Twelve hours,” I offer.

“I’ll take it.” There’s a pause. “So what do you do when not playing Questie?”

“Good question.” I clasp my hands under the table. “I’m looking for a new job. My company is closing.”

“Oh, that’s tough,” he says sincerely. “I’m sorry to hear it.”

“I’m nervous,” I admit, then instantly regret it. Forcing your bad mood on others is the height of rudeness, especially when we’re here to have a good time. I smooth out all the places negativity might have lingered on me—the wrinkles in my forehead, the curved shoulders, and the downturned mouth—and buff myself back up to my usual shine. “It’s a great chance to grow my career, though!”

Teddy doesn’t look convinced that this is the good-news story I’m trying to sell it as. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I’m a bit taken aback he didn’t say it would be fine or to look on the bright side. Do I want to talk about it?

“No,” I say slowly. “Is that bad?”

“Not at all. I, for one, would welcome the chance to leave work unmentioned.” Teddy’s eyes drop.

“You would?”

“Absolutely. Let’s make this”—he waves between us—“a work-free space.”

“Deal.” I spend so much time thinking about work that an enforced break is welcome.

“There’s a world of other things to talk about, like where your love for trivia came from,” he says.

His expression is curious, not insulting, so I answer honestly. “I’ve always liked information. My family makes fun of it. They call me a hummingbird because my mind bounces from thing to thing.”

“Because you’re curious.”

“That’s a nicer way to put it.”

“It’s cool,” he says, smiling at the server as she puts steaming bowls down in front of us.

“Kind of useless.”

“That depends on your perspective.” He drops in some basil. “All knowledge is useless until you need it. Who needs to know about mitochondria in their everyday life?”

“That’s important, though. Mitochondria are the—”

We chorus the rest together: “—powerhouse of the cell.”

“Fair enough,” he says. “Is that what attracted you to Questie?”

“Mitochondria? I’m more of a nucleus girl, to be honest.”

“Hilarious.”

“At first it was something to do.” I look at Teddy’s hands as he squeezes in the lime. They’re big and capable looking, with three thin silver bracelets wrapped around his wrist. “Then I started winning and got into it.”

“Does anyone play it with you?”

I shake my head, delighted at how easy conversation is with him. We could be at twenty friendship hours after all. “It’s only a game but I enjoy it. I don’t want to deal with people laughing at it or saying it’s a waste of time.”

“I get that.” Teddy dips some beef into his sriracha. “Sometimes things are too meaningful to tell the people closest to us.”

“It should be the other way around.”

“It should,” he agrees. “I find the people you love are the people who you most and least trust in the world. They have real power to hurt you.”

We sit in silence for a moment, Teddy dims as if what he said came from personal experience. Then he gives me a sideways smile.

“That got heavy. Let’s move to a slightly lighter topic, like if it really bothered you when I made first on the leaderboard.”

“It did, kind of.” I wrinkle my nose. “It’s embarrassing to admit.”

He stops eating, expression thoughtful. “Would you be upset if I kept playing?”

“No, why?”

“Because I’ll keep winning.” He says it seriously enough that I put down the tofu I was about to bite into.

“You can try to keep winning,” I say. “I’d like to point out I won today.”

He grins. “Sounds like a competition.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Yeah, that’s the entire point of a game. To compete. In order to win. Which I did.”

“How about this?” Teddy wipes his fingers on a thin napkin. “Whoever has the fewest days at number one by the time we go to trivia pays for dinner that night.”

“Deal.” I pile rice noodles into my spoon, hands shaking slightly from the butterflies in my chest. “Get your credit card ready.”

The rest of the meal flies by, but soon a tsunami of texts arrive from Mom, all containing instructions on what I need to do to get ready for their move. Each message ticks my blood pressure a bit higher as I see my job-hunting time disappear under moving boxes and furniture storage.

“I’d better head home,” I say after the server clears the table, regretting the words as I say them. I’d love to spend more time with Teddy despite ricocheting between being utterly at ease and then freaking out when he looks at me. We tussle briefly for the bill but Teddy claims that it’s his job to treat the Questie winner.

“You can get the next one when I win,” he adds, and I warm at the thought of a next time. We wave goodbye, and he goes off with that admirable walk, me doing my best not to watch after him in case he turns around and sees me rubbernecking.

I’m almost home when a text comes in, but this time it’s not Mom. It’s Teddy, who had asked for my number, claiming it’s easier than messaging through Questie. He’s sent a screenshot of the leaderboard and underneath, he’s written, Let the games begin.

I smile so hard that my face aches as I open my front door. It was a good day, and I remind myself to add a note in my gratitude journal. Life is coming back together.





FIVE

DAILY AFFIRMATION: I WILL HAVE A PRODUCTIVE AND GOAL-ACHIEVING DAY.


DECEMBER 13

I’m in my room trying to work on my résumé, even though Jade pointed out December is one of the slowest times to look for a new job. I don’t have a choice, though, because Nadia was right. Competition will be fierce with every consultant at Chariot searching.

“Dee, come do the curtains with me,” calls Mom up the stairs.

Mom, who has been over daily to prepare the house for their move back, always seems to need assistance at the exact moment I start making progress on an application. I go downstairs to where my lovely living room has been transformed into a showroom for Starkman’s medical supply depot. Pride of place goes to the surgical bed my mother has covered with a butterfly blanket crocheted in an electric blue.

“What’s this?” I ask. She’s holding an armful of thick black fabric.

“It’s too sunny in here,” says Mom. “We need blackout shades so your grandmother can rest.”

“Oh.” My gauzy lace curtains lie in a tumbled pile on the floor, and Mom kicks them away before telling me to get a stool.

Once we’re done, she twitches them into place. “Perfect.”

The day had already been gloomy, with a low shelf of unbroken clouds stretching across the sky, and the addition of the blackout shades plunges the room into what I anticipate will be a permanent twilight.

“It makes the space a little dull,” I say as diplomatically as possible.

“We can fix that.” She reaches into one of the many bags littering the floor and pulls out white cotton panels printed with yellow smiley faces.

I eye the hideous curtains. “The smiley face was created to enhance employee morale at an insurance firm, and the designer only made forty-five dollars.”

“What a ridiculous thing to know.” Mom hands me a curtain to start hanging. “Anyway, I’m sure the joy they got out of creating something that makes people happy was payment enough.”

When the curtains are done, I escape back to my room, guilt lying on my shoulders like a sated cheetah on a branch. A good daughter would be excited about helping her family. She’d be down there organizing closets instead of lying on the floor, desperately trying to manifest a better life. I briefly wonder if it’s acceptable to put out an opposite affirmation, like Keep Grandma out of my house before deciding it goes against the spirit of the thing. After all, they’re not called negations.

“Dee, we need to move the sofa!”

I sigh and head back down. Time enough for job hunting later.



DECEMBER 22

DAILY AFFIRMATION: I AM DEPENDABLE.


Teddy: Did you check the leaderboard?





The text comes as I take a break from ferrying Grandma’s thankfully limited belongings into the house. It doesn’t improve my mood because I know what I’ll see: Teddy9 at the top and SunnyDay second.


Me: Congratulations.

Teddy: Thank you, but I detect some insincerity.



Mom comes into the room, hands on her hips and light brown hair falling out of its short ponytail. She smells faintly skunky because she’s moving what seems like far more than the legally permitted number of weed plants into the grow-op Dad set up in the basement. “Dee, no lollygagging. I need you to unpack the kitchen since Jade went home early.”

Jade had offered to help until noon, and Mom wasn’t over the fact that she was out the door at precisely 12:01.

“I’ll be right there,” I say.

Mom catches sight of the blankets piled up to make a makeshift bed on the floor. “We’ll get you a nice cot. Won’t that be comfortable?”

Not as good as the king bed I had to put in storage because it didn’t fit in the small room. “Great,” I say.

I return to my conversation with Teddy when she leaves.


Teddy: I thought I’d see you today.

Me: Too busy to play.

Teddy: That makes me feel like I cheated.

Me: Don’t worry. I’ll come out ahead.

Teddy: I can do the puzzle with you? I won’t get in your way. It was a good circuit.



I stare at the phone, wondering what this means, and my hands get a little trembly at the idea of seeing him again.

“Dee! The kitchen!”


Me: That would be fun.



Teddy’s offer almost makes up for losing my place in the game.



DECEMBER 26

DAILY AFFIRMATION: POSITIVITY IS INFECTIOUS! IN A GOOD, NONVIRAL WAY.



I wake up exhausted after a night of heartburn, thanks to my mother cooking enough Christmas dinner for eight although she knew Jade and her family would be in Cuba. The incessant squeak coming from the living room for hours hadn’t helped. Chili, it turns out, is not a condiment. It’s Chilly, my grandmother’s pet chinchilla, who adores his running wheel at all times and particularly between three and five in the morning.

There’s a message from Jade: How’s it going?


Me: It’s going.



Seconds later, a video call comes through to show my sister pulling her long ash-brown balayaged hair over her shoulder.

I sit on the floor, happy to see her face. We look as different as sisters can, although we share a funny upper lip carved with an extra sharp cupid’s bow. I take after Dad, with long narrow eyes, straight dark hair, and a squarish jaw. Where my face is all angles, Jade is curves, with Mom’s soft rounded cheeks and wavy hair. Her brown eyes are darker and rounder than mine, and her nose has an actual bridge, which makes me eternally jealous when I have to buy sunglasses.

“You okay?” she asks. “How was yesterday?”

“Mom only asked four times why you were in Cuba instead of eating dry turkey with us.”

Jade snorts, causing the video to jerk back and forth, then shows me the beach outside her window. “After years of pasting a smile on my face for the entire day, this is heaven.”

“Do you remember the year we went to Italy for the holidays? I was fourteen.”

“What a mess. Mom hated Rome because it was too loud, and Dad hated Venice because there were too many tourists.”

“Neither of them would admit it, though.”

“They kept snapping at each other through us and pretending everything was fine. Good times.” There’s a comfortable silence, then Jade says, “Now that the obligatory reminiscing is out of the way, will you tell me what’s upset you?”

“I’m not upset.”

“Liar.” Jade’s pale lips bend into a frown that brackets her mouth. “I told Mom this was a bad idea. She should have rented a place.”

I hate having to defend Mom against her. “Grandma’s sick and old.”

“Grandma froze Dad out when she was younger and spry and resents being dependent on him now. She was never nice to us. Remember what happened when Mom used to tell her about an award we won or something we were doing?”

“Yeah.” Grandma wouldn’t say a word about us but would start talking about Rebecca’s children and their soccer games or swimming lessons.

“We were only kids, and we were forced to visit her once a month so she could find us lacking to our faces.” Jade shakes her head. “I don’t want her near Poppy or Nick. It was bad enough Opal had to deal with her at our wedding.”

“Bad vibes.”

“It’s not vibes,” she says. “It’s action. Deliberate and hurtful action. Enough of her. I don’t want her to take up my brain space.”

“I’ll be fine,” I say. “It’s a change, that’s it, and I’ve already adjusted.”

“I’m going to believe you.”

“Thanks.” At least she won’t push me for a bit, and soon it will all be back to normal. This is a blip on my life radar and nothing to arm the warheads for.

Jade needs to get to the beach, so we blow kisses and disconnect. Then I flip my laptop open. Looking for a new job will keep my mind occupied.



DECEMBER 28

DAILY AFFIRMATION: I RISE THROUGH DISAPPOINTMENT LIKE A PHOENIX.



It’s that hollow time between Christmas and New Year. I’ve been looking forward to playing Questie with Teddy like it’s a lifeline except he messages to say he can’t meet me on Wednesday.

I do my best to obey my meditation app and let the disappointment pass unjudged. No go. It lingers in my chest like a summer cold.


Teddy: I can’t go because I’m here.



He sends a photo. It’s night and he’s reflected in a hotel room window. Outside is an iconic skyline lit up with lights.


Me: You’re in Shanghai?

Teddy: Last-minute business trip to sort out a supplier problem. I’ll be here two weeks unfortunately.

Me: Lucky. I’ve always wanted to see the Bund. Should we put our competition on hold until you come back?

Teddy: Hell no. I’m doing the remote version. I can maintain my Questie dominance from anywhere.

Me: We’ll see.

Teddy: I’m sorry, Dee. I was looking forward to it. Promise we’ll go when I get back?



He could be saying that to be polite but I want to believe he means it.


Me: Promise.





JANUARY 8

DAILY AFFIRMATION: TRYING IS AS GOOD AS SUCCEEDING. SURE IT IS.



I go downstairs to where my mother is making oatmeal. Grandma sits at the table in a beige tracksuit, which is similar to the sand, buff, and taupe outfits I’ve seen her sporting over the last few days. On the wall behind her, Mom has reinstated the wood-burned plaque of the Optimist Creed, its intimidating Gothic script reminding us to wear a cheerful countenance at all times. She’s also hung three progressively larger carved wooden chickens with Thankful, Grateful, Joyful written on their bodies in flowing white script. The rust-red chickens are tied with brown string for a rustic look that destroys my pastel British tearoom aesthetic.

Grandma nods when she sees me. No smile, but that’s not unusual. “Hello, Dee.”

“Hi, Grandma.” There hasn’t been much change on the relationship front since she’s been here. Although Grandma’s consistent about courtesies like acknowledging Dad and me, she hasn’t progressed to proactively showing interest or maintaining regular eye contact. Meals are the worst and would almost certainly be silent if it weren’t for Mom and me laying down a controlled burn of busy chatter.

I wish you weren’t here, says that terrible inner voice. Jade doesn’t have to deal with you. I look remorsefully around the table as if my family can hear my thoughts. That was below me. I shouldn’t think like this. I need to do better.

My phone dings as I take my first bland bite, and my stomach drops when I check the message.
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