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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
   “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms…”  
 
   She held out her hand, and I accepted it as if I were enthusiastic to meet this former newspaper editor who knew nothing about my craft. Who had no idea that I was an artist and needed time and space to create my art. I’d get old Merry to fire this loser sooner or later if she interfered with my work. It did no harm to pretend that I would play nicely.
 
   For now.
 
   “Meadows. Spring Meadows.”
 
   At her polite disbelief, I rattled off the usual spiel.
 
   “Yes. Spring Meadows. Parents thought they were brilliant. I have an older sister named Autumn and a younger one named Summer. Thank God they stopped with three.”
 
   “Rachel,” she said, placing her left hand on top of mine to make the shake more emphatic. A strong, no-nonsense grip. “Rachel Templeton. I’m sure we’ll get along wonderfully. My job is to help you be the best writer you can be. Merry’s praised your work to the skies.”
 
   Yeah, right. We’ll see what you say after she fires you. 
 
   I turned on my heel to make a smart exit, but she called after me.
 
   “Spring? I’ll need your synopsis by Monday. Merry said your last editor never got it, and it’s several weeks overdue. Thank you.”
 
   I slammed the door on my way out.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The dark-haired head in the sleek silver car ahead of me stayed burrowed downward. Probably checking Facebook on his smart phone. 
 
   HONK!
 
   I laid on the car horn until the head jolted upright and tires squealed through the intersection. I stepped on the gas only to curse as the green light flashed to red and an enormous white truck with double wheels blared through the intersection. 
 
   “You idiotic, good-for-nothing, low-life loser scum! Who taught you how to drive? It’s jerks like you who jack up all of our car insurance rates!”  I pounded on the steering wheel, but by then the stream of oncoming cars blocked any chance of a turn. 
 
   On my way home, I pulled into the local McDonald’s to see a line five cars deep at each of the two drive-through lanes. Drive through lanes. What idiot decided to name them “drive thru” lanes? Not only were people incapable of driving, but they couldn’t pass a third-grade spelling test. 
 
   “Cheeseburger and fries!” I barked into the speaker box when it was my turn at last. “No ketchup, extra mustard, and no salt on the fries!”
 
   “No salt on the...but fries come with salt.”
 
   “No extra salt! Make them separate, and don’t shake salt over them!”  I’m not sure whether it was the metal of the speaker box that groaned or the voice from inside. 
 
   “Medium or large?”
 
   “Small!”
 
   “I’m sorry, ma’am, but we no longer have small fries. We have medium or large.”
 
   “Whatever! Just give them to me.”
 
   Behind me, the car honked to hurry up. I was doing my best! Did they not see that I was dealing with a moron who probably didn’t even have a high school diploma? 
 
   “That’ll be a cheeseburger, medium fries, and what would you like to drink?”
 
   “Nothing! No ketchup, extra mustard, and no salt on the fries.”
 
   “A drink comes with the value meal, and it’s a better deal because...”
 
   “Just give me the freaking cheeseburger and fries!”
 
   “That’ll be four seventy-nine, ma’am, at the first window.”
 
   I glared at the black sports car that shot into the pick-up window lane when it was clearly my turn. Even liberal use of the horn failed to shame the driver. When I pulled up to the window, a pimply-faced boy handed me a slim paper bag and took my credit card. 
 
   “Give me some salt, please,” I barked. The boy looked confused but rummaged for a few white salt paper packets before sliding the window open again and handing the salt to me. 
 
   If you ask for fries without salt, you get freshly made ones. Little secret. 
 
   ***
 
   “Hey, Victoria.”  Before I could get the door properly open, soft insistent fur entwined itself around my legs. “Hungry? Me, too.”  
 
   I set my warmish food on the kitchen counter and shucked off my leather jacket. It was later than usual. 
 
   “Mreow,” Victoria scolded me, her green-flecked eyes watching my every move. When I wanted to pet her, she had no time for me. When I just wanted to get myself something to eat, she stuck closer than a wedgie. 
 
   “You don’t care about me at all, do you?”  I reached down to rub the back of her head. “I’m just a great big can opener with legs, isn’t that right? If something happened to me, all you’d do is find some better owner who fed you more regularly. Great big furball.”
 
   “Mrrreow!” Victoria insisted, and I slid her can of Gravy Lover’s Fancy Feast underneath the electric opener. 
 
   “What do you feel like today? French fries? Too bad. They’re just for me.”  I dumped half of the can of wet, stinky mush onto her plastic cat-food dish decorated to look like an open book. My best friend Sara said that Victoria read more than I did. 
 
   Instantly, a black blur darted toward the food and a pink tongue lapped delicately. Honestly, my cat eats better than I do. I washed my hands, made a face at the cat who was too good for me, and headed to the living room. If I opened the paper bag all the way, I could use it for a placemat and save having to wash dishes later. I clicked the television on, scanned through the channels, and settled on a DVR of my favorite soap opera. Warden had just declared his undying love for Sephora, but Warden’s long-lost evil twin Engster had knocked him unconscious in order to cash in on their also long-lost billionaire father’s inheritance. Sephora was set to meet Warden at a local bar to celebrate their engagement, but Engster had told Warden yesterday that he would kidnap Sephora today.
 
   It might be trashy, but it sure was fun.
 
   Plus, secretly it reassured me that my writing was quite brilliant.
 
   “No, Sephora!” I shouted at the screen as I dunked a fry into the ketchup I’d squirted onto the unfolded cheeseburger wrapper. “It’s not Warden! Don’t go with him into the car!”
 
   Halfway through, Victoria strolled through the room. I leaned over to pick her up, but she skittered out of my reach. 
 
   “Come here, you dork!” I ordered. “You’re not fulfilling your end of the bargain. You’re supposed to love me unconditionally.”
 
   Victoria sniffed. Should have gotten a dog, I thought to myself as Victoria vaulted into the shadows of the hallway. Probably to hide under the furthest corner of my bed, as usual. Sometimes I wonder what her previous owner did to her. Why did she hate people so much? I guess she’s just a cat.
 
   If I could do it over again, I’d come back to life as a cat.
 
   ***
 
   The phone rang, and all of the seven words not fit for public consumption flew through my mind. I checked the black-rimmed clock on my wall. Yep. Five-thirty.
 
   “Spring!” came the querulous greeting. “Why don’t you ever call me?”
 
   I tossed a now-tasteless fry back onto the pile of empty cheeseburger wrapper and ketchup packets. Ketchup belongs on fries, not cheeseburgers.
 
   “Lovely to talk to you too, Ma.”
 
   “Is it really that much to expect you to call once in a while? My back aches like you wouldn’t believe, and your father refuses to take me to the doctor.”  
 
   “You can drive yourself, Ma.”  I set the rest of the cheeseburger down, too. Maybe I should pick off the cheese to serve as an accompaniment to the daily dinner whine. 
 
   “You know how the traffic rattles me! I could never...”
 
   That I did know. The few times that Dad hadn’t been able to drive, the three of us kids had held onto the car door handles for dear life. They were the only times that Summer hadn’t gotten huffy about wearing a seatbelt. Ma didn’t believe that traffic rules applied to her but that everyone else needed to follow them.
 
   “So what’s it today?” I broke in. Dad’s flatulence? Their neighbor’s child who had the cheek to leave her tricycle too close to the invisible boundary between their lawns? Please let it not be a migraine. Migraines are contagious, at least if the migraine-ee is your mother.
 
   “My head is killing me. I said we shouldn’t have pancakes and that it would put me over the edge, but your father insisted. I told him I did the cooking for how many…forty-six years. It’s his turn now.”
 
   I’m not always certain that the parent who suffers from headaches is my mother.
 
   “Gotta go, Ma. Deadline on Monday.”
 
   “What, you don’t have time for your mother? I changed your diapers, gave up everything for you...and what happened to Sean? I thought you two were finally going to give me a wedding.”
 
   “Ma! I said not to talk about him any more!”
 
   “It’s not like I’m getting any younger, you know. Am I going to get any grandchildren before I die?”
 
   It’s a good thing that my mother lives three hundred miles away. It’s a bad thing that phone companies no longer charge extra for long-distance calls.
 
   “For crying out loud, Ma, ask Autumn. She’s the one who got divorced. Bug her about giving you grandkids. And it’s not like you don’t adore Kayley, either.”
 
   Summer, the baby of the family, had managed to finally outdo both of us by successfully getting married and producing a child. Thank goodness she did because my mother just might have died from guilt otherwise.
 
   Not her guilt. The guilt she so generously passed on to us.
 
   “Kayley never calls me any more. Getting too big and more interested in her own friends...”
 
   “Ma, she’s twelve. She’s supposed to have friends.”  I flicked the French fry crumbs with my fingernail. “Look, I gotta go. Merry’s gotten this new hotshot editor who says she needs a synopsis by Monday.”
 
   “I told you yesterday. When are you going to get a real job? Frank saw on TV the other day that you can become a dental hygienist and make good money. You should give it a try.”
 
   I picked up the cheeseburger wrapper and crinkled it right next to the receiver. Crackle. Crackle. “We’re breaking up, Ma. I’ll talk to you later. Bye!”
 
   “But I...”
 
   I slammed the phone down with relief. 
 
   Maybe I would write my great American novel about mothers who drive their children crazy.
 
    
 
   


 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
   I flicked my computer on and sat in front of it. Resentfully. This new what’s-her-name might have thought she could get a synopsis out of me, but no one can rush art. Did Shakespeare’s mother tell him to get a real job and to produce grandchildren? 
 
   Maybe that’s why so much of his work is about sex. 
 
   I pulled up my Microsoft Word file titled, helpfully, “Synopsis”. I had, also quite helpfully, written my name.
 
   Spring Meadows.
 
   Today I could figure out the title. All in a day’s work, right?
 
   The worst part about shifting to working on the computer instead of on paper was that there was no way to doodle. Shouldn’t Apple make an application for that? There must be some prototype of an application named “Doodling While You Don’t Want to Write App.”
 
   It wasn’t that I didn’t want to work. It was that it needed to be perfect.
 
   My first book was titled Shadow Memories, about a father who was crippled with grief at losing his first wife. It sold like crazy, won awards, and earned me a spot on Merry’s “Salaried Authors” list. I got lucky. So many struggling would-be authors labor over their same manuscript for years, not even able to get notification that they have been rejected. It hadn’t been easy, though, and it had taken a long time. I got my undergraduate degree in English literature, realized that it was a fancy and expensive way to become the most overqualified burger flipper in the industry, and then went back to get my high-school teaching license.
 
   There must be a special place in hell for someone who has made as many students miserable as I did in my short and tortured career as a teacher. Recovering English teacher, as I liked to call it. I wasn’t sure who needed the recovery more, my students or I.
 
   Title. I tapped the keys hesitantly. Shadow Memories had simply come to me out of nowhere. My grandfather had told us kids all of our lives about the grandmother we had never known. High school sweethearts, they had married right after graduation. Ma grew up as the youngest of a brood of kids with an oldest sister who was too frazzled to be a substitute mother. Sometimes it felt as if Ma had been the one to live in the shadow of memories, not Grandpa Seth. 
 
   What would my new book be about? I had put off Rosie, the last editor, as long as I possibly could. I was working, I told her, on something new. I needed more time. Because we were all still collecting residuals from Shadow Memories, I got it.
 
   Rosie had not been the most competent of editors, but she had been understanding. If I needed a little more time or if things weren’t working out as I’d planned, she sighed but asked me when I would be able to get back to her. 
 
   Turned out that she did the same with all of the other writers at Prickly Press. Merry fired her and sent us letters saying that things would change from now on.
 
   What would my title be? I still hadn’t decided whether this new book would be a sequel to Shadow Memories or something radically different. Maybe I could try working on the character sketches instead. I flipped open my notebook and peered at my scrawled writing.
 
   Main character (need name) meets other main character in a bookshop in the airport. They have a fight because he runs over her foot with his wheeled suitcase. Then what?
 
   I opened an internet browser window and typed in “Popular Girl Names 1970”. I flipped to the list of top names and scanned from top to bottom. Jennifer. Amy. Melissa. Michelle. Kimberly.
 
   Was my heroine a Jennifer? Did anyone with Jennifer have any personality any more, or was it one of those names that no longer had any characteristics? It was like naming her “Girl”. 
 
   Or maybe Jennifer was her name, and she hated it because it was popular. I sure didn’t have that problem. In my entire life, I had only met one other person named Spring. Luckily for her, her last name was Sherlin. 
 
   Jennifer. Maybe I could try that for now. Now what about the hero? 
 
   Tired of thinking, I flipped open another browser to Facebook and skimmed through a long list of pictures of cats behaving in adorable ways that did not for one second resemble Victoria. I shot her a dirty look as she licked her paw while perched on the top of my bookshelf. 
 
   “Some authors’ cats sat on their shoulders and helped them write,” I told her pointedly. She ignored me and began licking her other paw. 
 
   Maybe I could write a novel about snooty, ungrateful cats.
 
   ***
 
   Monday morning dawned. I’d honestly meant to figure out the details for Ms. Uptight’s synopsis, but after the breakthrough of a possible character naming nothing else had gone as planned. I wrote the airport bookshop encounter scene only to delete it in disgust. Jennifer, whose name still didn’t seem quite right, refused to get angry at the hero who had no name. I called him Mr. Suitcase, and somehow the best that Jennifer could manage was a cordial, puzzled hello to the Man Without a Name. I’d planned for a sparks-flying-everywhere confrontation that would sizzle the readers and lure them into the next chapters of my amazing new bestseller, but instead Jennifer politely asked if Mr. Suitcase wouldn’t mind backing up. He did, she returned to her shopping, and then they went to their respective boarding gates.
 
   Scene summary: Characters are boring.
 
   It’s not necessary to write the actual scenes before doing the synopsis, and in fact some people advise not to do so. The problem was that I couldn’t write a synopsis of a book that I hadn’t written. Putting to paper, or the computer screen, the plotline of what my characters would do and say felt too final. It was like buying my own burial plot and asking people whether they would serve as pallbearers for my funeral. If it hadn’t happened yet, what was the point of planning?
 
   That weekend, I did try to keep writing. I had no intention of allowing Ms. Bigshot to stay at Prickly Press as long as I was alive and kicking, but it was true that there had been many long dry months without any productivity. The royalty checks were just enough to keep me afloat without forcing me to scurry into writing. Shadow Memories had taken me five long years to write in moments stolen from my day job. I labored over every single word, multiple times, until each one felt like a ripe, delicious plum that I could pick off the branch and savor. 
 
   Then after the book was published and rocketed to bestseller lists, the reviews came in. Many were glowing descriptions of how the novel evoked tones of Angela’s Ashes. But it was the other ones, the reviewers who hated the title or the setup or called it a rip-off, that stuck in my mind.
 
   I didn’t want to disappoint the readers who wrote to me telling me how Shadow Memories helped them to process their own losses. I also didn’t want to give more ammunition to reviewers to tear me apart. Each time I read a review calling my work derivative, silly, unimaginative, or even suggesting that I take a basic creative writing class, it was as if my fingernails were being ripped forcibly from each nailbed. One at a time. The words that I had toiled over for years were derivative? 
 
   Were the naysayers right? Was the critical and commercial success only a fluke? Did I only have one novel in me? Maybe I was a one-hit wonder.
 
   I put down a few words on my synopsis only to discover that the grout in the bathroom absolutely needed scrubbing at that very minute. Dissatisfied with the toothbrush and Softscrub, I searched online for various treatments for the icky dark stuff that appeared in the lines between the shower tiles. I added a Tilex grout pen to my shopping cart, clicked it through the checkout, and decided that the shower cleaning would have to wait until I could do it properly.
 
   I sat in front of the computer again, this time only to realize that the window blinds were crooked. In adjusting them, a puff of dust caused me to erupt in uncontrollable coughing. Clearly that was a health hazard and needed to be dealt with. I got out my trusty feather duster only to see that the feathers had wilted in the several years of disuse since I had purchased it. That meant another trip to the online shopping store and scouring endless reviews to make sure I chose the absolute best blind cleaner. I didn’t know that it was possible to buy attachment-extension handles or funny comb-shaped blind cleaners that would sweep through more than one row of blinds at a time. 
 
   ***
 
   What with one thing and another, the weekend sped by. I debated what to say. Was I supposed to tell what’s-her-name that I needed more time? With Rosie, I had just told her that I was having creative difficulties. She always gave me the extension. I assured her that I was making things perfect for when I did give them to her. I had a feeling that this new fresh-faced editor wouldn’t be quite so easy to convince.
 
   In the end, I flipped the television on and caught up with Sephora’s latest tribulations. Engster had kidnapped her, but it was all right because he secretly loved her. Now Sephora had to decide between the two men, except part of her wanted both of them. 
 
   ***
 
   Precisely at eight o’clock Tuesday morning, I received an email from the uptight one.
 
    
 
   Ms. Meadows,
 
   I expect your synopsis by the end of today. Meredith was quite clear in her expectations that all deadlines must be followed from now on.
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   I growled at the screen. Who was she to tell me what to do? Didn’t she see how hard I had worked? Was it my fault that the words hadn’t come? What was I supposed to do, send her junk? What would that do to my reputation if I sent substandard work? What if the reviewers said that I had lost my edge, that it was luck rather than talent that had won my fame? I was protecting her and saving her time by not bothering her with the synopsis before it was ready. I fired off a reply.
 
    
 
   Rachel,
 
   I’ll send it when I’m good and ready. Merry and I have an understanding.
 
   Spring Meadows, bestselling author
 
   I hit the “send” key with great satisfaction. I’d show her who was in charge. Moments later, my computer chimed with a new mail.
 
   Ms. Meadows,
 
   I expect professionalism from all of my authors. The deadline for your synopsis was yesterday. Please submit by the end of today or I will be forced to notify Meredith. 
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   For crying out loud! Was this lady for real? Did she seriously think that the old “I’m gonna tell!” routine would work? I had Merry in my back pocket. She wouldn’t do anything to upset her star author. It was time this pretender learned a thing or two about how to treat an artist. I’m sure she had never learned in that so-called editing job laughingly known as the newsroom. How hard could it be to edit an article on saving a kitten or the local PTA fundraiser? I was creating a masterpiece.
 
    
 
   Rachel,
 
   Perhaps you’ve forgotten that I’m the author and you’re the editor. You’re new, so you don’t realize that I am Prickly Press. Merry and you wouldn’t have jobs if I didn’t bring in the sales. So if you want your precious synopsis, I’d advise you to stop messing around with things you don’t understand. You might want to take a few classes in editing for literature. We don’t just crank out words that will be thrown away the next day.
 
   Spring Meadows, bestselling author
 
   I’d let her squirm. Tell Merry if she liked. They’d both learn a lesson.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
   I gripped my soft leather purse as I slammed my car door shut and stalked into the strip mall where Merry rented office space. Right between Krayzee Burgers and The Emperor’s New Clothes, a mom-and-pop store that did dry cleaning and alterations. Apparently, the owners didn’t understand that the emperor in question actually did not have any clothes. It wasn’t the best marketing strategy to name themselves after a professional scammer.
 
   Class, that’s what Merry’s office neighborhood did not have. I kicked a cigarette butt away from the sidewalk and buzzed at the door. 
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “Me.”
 
   Bzz! Merry only had the intercom set to “on” when she was expecting visitors. I wasn’t amused at being called in for a meeting, but the phone call had left me no option.
 
    
 
   “I said I wanted deadlines followed to the letter!”
 
   “You can’t rush me, Merry!”
 
   “I’ll rush if I want to rush you. Get yourself in here tomorrow at three, and you better have that synopsis.”
 
    
 
   Really. People are starving in the streets, and Merry thought that a synopsis merited urgent attention. Once I got my hands on Rachel, I’d show her...
 
   I strode toward Merry’s office, intending to throw myself into the one comfortable chair. It was a beat-up tan velvet armchair, while the only other seat was a hard folding one.
 
   My jaw nearly dropped to find Miss Perky Editor-in-Chief seated in my spot, her navy blue skirt primly spread over her crossed knees. This wasn’t her meeting. I was supposed to talk to Merry alone. Not with this crybaby tattletale. What were we, fifth-graders getting called into the principal’s office?
 
   “Sit down,” Merry snapped. It was not her anger but the fleeting look of—was it sadness? No, it couldn’t be—that crossed Rachel’s face made me pause. I fit myself into the absurd angles of the battered gray metal. I looked up again at Rachel, but this time her expression was composed and professional.
 
   “This is ridiculous, Merry, and you know it,” I shot back. 
 
   Instead of Merry, however, it was Rachel who answered.
 
   “We seem to have gotten off on the wrong foot, Spring. I’m not saying that it was okay to send that message, but for some reason you’ve decided to be hostile and I don’t understand why.”
 
   The angry retort forming on my lips died away with a faint “oh!” I understood Merry’s anger. It wasn’t that I agreed with it, but she and I had flashed a dozen times in as many months. I yelled, she yelled, and then things went back to normal. 
 
   “I’m not hostile,” I muttered. I wanted to sound more assertive and less uncertain, but the calmness of her presence unnerved me. “You’re new. You just don’t understand the way things work around here…”
 
   “Spring, you can be such a horrible little…” Merry snarled, but Rachel’s calm voice interrupted again.
 
   “What are you scared of, Spring?”
 
   I just barely kept myself from decking her. It was only Merry’s folded lips that kept me quiet. I wasn’t afraid of anything. How dare she suggest it?
 
   “Are you afraid that you won’t be able to write something as good as your last book? You could have just come to me. There are writing exercises, ways to work through the block…”
 
   “No!” I erupted. As much as Merry raged at me, she never had come close to my secret. She thought it was difficult behavior that kept me from working, not the inability to write. “I don’t need any help!”
 
   “Spring, it’s my job to help you.” Rachel touched my arm, and to my surprise instead of flinching I noticed that her nails were neatly trimmed in half-circles and the tips of her fingers soft with moisturizer. 
 
   “It’s not anyone’s job to help me,” I protested. “I’m the writer. I’ve always done it on my own.”
 
   Rachel hesitated and looked at Merry. “I don’t mean to criticize, but…”
 
   Merry interrupted, looking a good deal calmer by now. There was something hypnotic about Rachel, as if something about her voice could slow people’s heart rates. “You know I fired Rosie because she just let everything go. You did it on your own with Rosie. She never helped you out, but that’s not how it has to be. There’s nothing wrong with letting Rachel help you.”
 
   It was the softness first from Rachel and now from Merry that confused me. I had expected to be yelled at, and I had expected to yell back. This was new territory. Part of me wanted to snap that Rosie had been just fine, thank you very much, but the rest of me knew it wasn’t true. She had been a lousy editor, and we all knew it.
 
   “Merry, you know Shadow Memories took me five years. I can’t write under pressure. You know that.”
 
   Merry looked to Rachel. “Maybe you’re right,” she said. I frowned. 
 
   “Right about what?” I asked, not bothering to keep the rudeness out of my voice.
 
   “Spring, put your hackles down for once and just listen. Rachel said she thinks you might have performance anxiety.”
 
   “Perfor…” I broke off into a scornful laugh. “Come on, Merry! Don’t believe that psycho-babble. I’m fine. Nothing wrong.” Rachel took her hand back, and for a moment I wondered whether I should apologize. For what? When did I ever apologize, anyway?
 
   “Maybe she’s right,” Rachel said to Merry. “Maybe she’s just refusing to write because she’s an immature brat with no self-discipline or work ethic.” 
 
   I could still feel her hand resting on the back of my hand, cool softness with the slightest pressure. I felt, inexplicably, as if I had lost something very precious. Yet what could I do? To disagree would be to admit that I had a problem. To agree would…oh, why did I care, anyway? I was going to get rid of her, anyway. I lifted my chin and dared them to call me a liar.
 
   “Maybe I am.” It was easier, wasn’t it? Rachel’s eyes filled with disappointment, and despite the tilt of my chin I wanted desperately to take my words back. Then Merry spoke, and it was too late.
 
   “I may have not been sufficiently clear, Spring,” Merry said to me, her voice hardening. “We’ve given you all of the time that we can afford, and we need to start seeing results immediately—or we may need to reconsider the terms of your contract.”
 
   Any desire to take my words back disappeared instantly. “We”. After five minutes of working with Prickly, what’s-her-name was now part of the “we” of Prickly Press? The company that Merry built from the ground up? 
 
   “I could have just sent the synopsis by email,” I muttered. “There was no need to call a meeting.”  
 
   “I felt that we got off on the wrong foot,” Rachel said coolly, all friendliness gone. How smug could a person get? “I asked Meredith to be present for this meeting because we both agreed that the email you sent was unprofessional. I may be new, but I am your editor and I expect my deadlines to be followed.”
 
   Her deadlines. Did she think she was the new Merry? What did she expect me to do, jump up to salute and shout, “Ma’am! Yes, ma’am!”
 
   Instead of answering, I took out the folded printout and laid it on Merry’s desk. It was crap and I knew it, but Merry had left me no choice. There was a pause before Merry responded.
 
   “Spring. We both know you’re the best writer I’ve got. Stop being a prima donna and just work with Rachel. Okay?”
 
   I refused to answer. If Merry wasn’t going to support me, then she and her new editor could take their contracts and shove it.
 
   “Ms. Meadows, thank you for the synopsis. I’ll take a look at it and give you my feedback by tomorrow morning. Please be prompt in answering my emails.”
 
   Cheeks burning but head held high, I stalked out of the office and knocked into Mrs. Klesk coming out of the dry cleaner’s. 
 
   I squealed out of the parking lot, meriting shocked and reproachful looks from the few people in the strip mall. 
 
   Stop being a prima donna? Who was the prima donna here? Wasn’t it Miss what’s-her-face with her smug manipulation? Merry and I had been a team. How could she betray me for this new editor? What on earth had what’s-her-face done to get on Merry’s good side?
 
   Uneasily, guilt flickered at the back of my mind. Was Merry right? I shoved that thought away, however, and stomped harder on the gas pedal. “Get out of the way!” I screamed at jaywalkers sprinting desperately for safety. “No one in their right mind crosses a four-lane intersection when there’s a crosswalk right over there!”
 
   By the time I returned home, even Victoria’s insistent purring had no effect. I picked her up, but instead of cuddling like the adorable kitties on the internet she dug her claws into my skin. I yelped and looked down to see that she had drawn blood. “Stupid cat,” I grumbled as I poured out her dry kibble. Victoria rubbed against my legs as if demanding to know why I wasn’t opening another can of Fancy Feast.
 
   “No treat for you,” I snapped. “If you wanted the good stuff, you shouldn’t have tried to kill me.”
 
   It’s not a great idea to pick a fight with your cat. The cat always wins. She stalked away, tail held high. I put away her kibble feeling like the biggest idiot since the lady who sued McDonald’s for having hot coffee.
 
   I went into my office and turned my computer on. Summer had sent me an email.
 
    
 
   Hey big sis! Kayley wants to visit you this summer. How about the first week of August? Trent and I hope we can get up there too, but it depends on this project I’ve just started. How’s your great American novel? By the way, what did you say to Ma? She’s mad!
 
    
 
   The first week of August? That was only a few weeks away. Kayley was my goddaughter and always welcome, but how would I get any writing done while she was here? Then again, maybe she’d be more interested in chatting with her friends online than hanging out with her aunt.
 
   Before I could send Summer a reply, the phone rang. “Hello?”
 
   “Spring? Are you okay?”
 
   “Yes!”
 
   “You sound kind of mad.”  
 
   It was Sara. We may have been best friends, but she didn’t usually call out of the blue.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I got called in early tomorrow, and you know Jeff’s still out of town, and I’m worried it might run late too. Eden says she’s not feeling so good, and I can’t stay home to take care of her. The kids have off for an in-service or something. Can she stay with you?”
 
   Eden was eight, old enough to entertain herself but young enough to be free of the annoying habits of adulthood. As long as she swore not to tell Sara, she and I could fill each other in on Sephora and Warden’s latest exploits. I was probably a horrible influence on the kid, but she didn’t complain. 
 
   “Sure. What time?”
 
   “Sorry, but six-thirty?”
 
   “Six-thirty? What on earth for?”
 
   “You know how bad traffic is, and I have to run up to check on the client first.”
 
   I made a face. A morning person, I am not. “Why not bring her over tonight so she can sleep here instead of getting up at that horrible hour?”
 
   Sara demurred,  “No, I can’t ask you to do that.”
 
   “For crying out loud, Sara. I’m not going to kill her. Bring her over and we’ll have a pajama party. I’ll make her scrub my floors or something.”
 
   I put the phone back down and went back to scan the living room. Fast food wrappers disposed of, trash mostly picked up...oops, naughty romance novel did not need to be on the coffee table. I picked it up and tucked it into one of the drawers. Eden was old for her age, but not that old. 
 
   I went back to my computer to check email.
 
    
 
   Ms. Meadows (sent to both Merry and me)
 
   I’ll need your first chapter by next week. I look forward to working with you.
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   I could barely see the computer screen through the boiling red that streamed across my vision. I jumped to my feet, fists clenched. First chapter? First chapters were for rank beginners! I was not going to send anything until the manuscript was done! Who was she, anyway? Before I could think, I sat back down to type a response.
 
    
 
   M,
 
   I quit. You can find someone else to deal with your control freak so-called editor. I hope Prickly Press goes bankrupt. What did Rachel do to get on your buddy list anyway, sleep with you?
 
   S.
 
    
 
   I included what’s-her-face on the carbon copy. I was done. Screw them.
 
   


 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
   “What’s that?” Eden asked through a mouthful of chocolate syrup. She’d sworn that ice cream would make her sore throat feel better, so we’d made sundaes instead of lunch. Her “sundae” consisted, however, of very little ice cream and a good deal of Hershey’s syrup. 
 
   It wouldn’t kill her. Plus, it wasn’t as if I’d never had ice cream instead of a meal before. She was sick; I was jobless. The universe owed us at least one disgustingly sweet lunch of empty calories. 
 
   Rap-rap-rap.
 
   I frowned at the door. I wasn’t expecting any deliveries, and I’d mostly trained the neighbors to leave me alone. Being the resident grouch helped ward off the parades of beggars for magazine subscriptions, walkathon pledges, school donations, and the latest Tupperware or Avon products. 
 
   Eden sold Girl Scout cookies with her troop, and other than that I had no need for what anyone was selling. 
 
   Mm, Samoas. If only I could crumble a few on top of my sundae right now...
 
   Rap-rap-rap.
 
   “Shouldn’t you answer it?” Eden asked. Syrup dotted her chin and cheek, and she’d even managed to get some on her nose. 
 
   “Nah, it’s probably the Jehovah’s Witnesses.”  I turned the television volume up. “They’ll go away if we ignore them.”
 
   “Mom always says that about bullies,” Eden responded, scraping the bottom of her saucer with her spoon. “But they don’t.”
 
   True. 
 
   “Spring? Can I have some more?”
 
   I gave her a quick once-over. For someone who was supposed to be sick, she looked remarkably chipper. “All right. But don’t tell your mom.”
 
   “Well, duh!”  Eden giggled and jumped up to go to the kitchen. “I can do it myself!” she called over her shoulder.
 
   Rap-rap-rap. “Ms. Meadows? Please open the door. It’s urgent.”
 
   That melted-chocolate voice oozing and slithering, choking its thick way down my lungs. What was she doing here, and why now? I looked down at the neon pink and green pajamas I was wearing. Sara had given them to me for Christmas at Eden’s insistence. I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t dressed. Eden was still in her Tori Vegas nightshirt, but it wasn’t her former editor standing outside the door. 
 
   “Spring? Want me to get it?”  Eden had returned with a saucerful of syrup. A token dollop of ice cream swam in the middle like a lonely scoop of mashed potatoes in dark brown gravy. 
 
   “No, Eden, I...”
 
   Eden ignored me and skipped to the door. Standing on her tiptoes to gaze through the peephole as Sara had taught her, she called out, “Who’s there?”
 
   “Eden!” I hissed. I froze in horror. “Don’t open that door!”
 
   “It’s Rachel Templeton, your boss. Let me in immediately, please, or there will be trouble.”
 
   Click. Eden slid the chain out of its rack, turned the deadbolt, and opened the door to reveal Rachel standing in perfectly coiffed, perfectly groomed, dove-gray elegance. She gaped at Eden and then me for a moment before she resumed her poise with a slight self-shake. 
 
   “Ms. Meadows, I...”
 
   “Eden!” I shrieked as I turned and fled to my bedroom. I slammed the door shut and threw off my pajamas as if they were flaming sheets. 
 
   I could hear Eden piping up in answer to Rachel’s questions, and Rachel’s voice sounded surprisingly pleasant in return. Desperately, I tore through my closet. What would I wear? How could I possibly obliterate the memory of standing in front of my former editor in my pajamas? Not just any pajamas, but the sort that would put most Christmas-light displays to shame. Would Rachel ever be able to forget the sight? What would it take? Eye bleach?
 
   Putting on something professional seemed pointless, so instead I slipped into my favorite jeans and a Pike Place T-shirt I’d gotten when I visited Autumn a few years ago. I had probably been the only customer to purchase fresh-caught salmon for my cat.
 
   Victoria had devoured the salmon that I poached in the champagne leftover from dinner, but I certainly didn’t get any thanks otherwise. 
 
   Rachel slithered in from the front entryway as I opened the bedroom door and padded back into living room. In my haste I had forgotten to put on socks, so I stood behind the couch to hide my feet. No need to display the garish purple, black, and green nail color of Eden’s pedicure last night. She was an enthusiastic, if not skillful, salon stylist. The purple, green, and black on her own toes was much less difficult to explain. I blushed, and then I hated myself for blushing. I shouldn’t have been the one embarrassed. Miss what’s-her-name should have been embarrassed to barge into my private life after she had already ruined my professional one.
 
   “I like your shirt,” Rachel said to Eden. “My niece likes Tori Vegas, too. Do you watch the shows?”
 
   “When my mom isn’t around,” Eden answered cheerfully. “She doesn’t like me watching TV.”
 
   Rachel looked first toward me and then at the television screen in surprise. It wasn’t time for Warden and Sephora yet, so I’d let Eden pick another soap opera at random. Somehow, it still seemed to be the same storyline with different actors. I lunged for the remote control and clicked the television off.
 
   “She doesn’t?”
 
   Eden laughed a bit scornfully. “Spring’s not my mom!”
 
   A few lines in Rachel’s face relaxed. “Isn’t she now?”
 
   “Uh, hi Rachel. This is my niece…uh, I mean well pretty much my niece, Eden. Eden, why don’t you be a good girl. Go and play that game you like.”
 
   “World of Warcraft? But Mom said not any more...”  Eden twisted to peer at me, then gauge Rachel’s reaction, and put her head to the side, considering. 
 
   “She won’t have to know. Just this once.”
 
   “Ms. Meadows, we need to talk about the email you...”
 
   “Eden,” I begged, “go play World of Warcraft. Or whatever you like. Please?”
 
   Eden sighed and dragged herself to the hallway. “If Mom’s mad, I’m going to tell her it’s your fault!” she warned before disappearing into the office. I grinned before the muscles in my face grew slack. Eden’s gaming wasn’t the only thing that was my fault, evidently.
 
   I got up and crossed the room to close the office door firmly behind Eden before turning back to my intruder. Was I supposed to offer her a drink? Eden’s and my ice cream dishes and spoons lay stickily on the coffee table...no, wait, Eden had left her spoon on the couch. Hastily, I tossed the spoon into her bowl of syrup and now-melted ice cream. After grabbing a handful of tissue and dabbing at the couch cushion, I only succeeded in leaving a pile of shredded gooey tissue. 
 
   “Sit down?” I asked gruffly. 
 
   To my surprise, Rachel smoothed her immaculate gray slacks underneath her bottom as she settled into the chair. My chair, my favorite recliner. Somehow, she made it feel as if she were calling me to a meeting in her office, rather than barging into my home.
 
   “Ms. Meadows, I came here because--”
 
   “Merry sent you, right?” Surliness crept into the voice I’d tried to keep at least minimally polite. 
 
   “No.”
 
   I stopped picking up scraps of tissue. 
 
   “But I thought--”
 
   “Meredith wanted to send you breach of contract papers.”
 
   What wasn’t she saying? 
 
   “If Merry didn’t send you then...”
 
   “Ms. Meadows.”  Rachel leaned forward and clasped her hands on top of her crossed knee. A flicker of a memory came to mind. Was it Sister Agatha, years ago at CCD, instructing all of us that it was a sin to have impure thoughts and that we must confess? 
 
   “It’s fine. I won’t make a fuss. It just didn’t work out. Doesn’t matter.”  The last thing I could bear was for this woman to feel sorry for me. She’d won. Wasn’t that enough?
 
   “Spring,” she said, and yet again I looked up in surprise. What had happened to her oh-so-smooth “Ms. Meadows”?
 
   “Spring!” Eden bellowed, bounding into the room. “My thingy got stuck and the computer froze and I lost my whole entire game and I’d just gotten to the next level!”  She put a hand on her hip, glaring at me as if it were my fault.
 
   “Your mom doesn’t want you playing that anyway,” I said absently.
 
   “But you said!”
 
   Rachel crossed the room and crouched in front of Eden so she was the same height. “Eden,” she said as seriously as she had spoken to Merry the day before, “I need to ask you a favor. Can you do something for me?”
 
   Puzzled, Eden glanced at me. I gave a confused nod. I wasn’t sure what was happening, either.
 
   “Okay,” she said uncertainly. Rachel smiled at her. 
 
   “I need to talk with your auntie about something very important.”
 
   “Important? Like what?”  Eden perked up, and I groaned. The last thing I needed was for Eden to find out! She would tell Sara, and then Sara would give me the same old lecture about getting it together.
 
   “Eden, just go...”
 
   “I bet that you and your auntie were doing something pretty neat before I came. What was that?”  Rachel didn’t even turn an eyelash in my direction. Eden thought for a moment.
 
   “I um...I was making a sundae and then you came, and Spring got--”
 
   “Eden!” I made a shushing motion. So this was what Sara was complaining about all the time! She said she could never have an adult conversation without Eden piping up. I’d just thought it was Sara being uptight as usual. She’d always been a bit on the tightly wound side, but motherhood had only made her more so. 
 
   “My niece is about your age, and it’s her birthday next month. I want to get her something special, but I don’t know what you kids like these days. What’s popular? What are the kids wanting for presents? I mean, if you were getting a birthday present, what would you want?”
 
   Always her favorite topic! Eden’s expression immediately changed to pensive. I could see her weighing several options in her mind.
 
   “There’s Justin Bieber,” she began. Rachel gave a small groan.
 
   “I’d hoped he’d go away by now!”
 
   Me too, I thought, surprised to find something in common. If I had to hear Eden or Kayley natter about him one more time I just might be tempted to send the guy hate mail. 
 
   “And One Direction, and Selena Gomez...”
 
   Rachel got to her feet and patted Eden on the shoulder. “Can you do something super-important for me? Can you take this paper--” she leaned over to the coffee table to pluck a small notebook out of her purse--” and write down as many ideas of those kinds of presents I could get for my niece as you can? That would be such a big help.”
 
   Eden beamed. “Me, really?”
 
   Rachel nodded. “Absolutely. Now we don’t want to interrupt you while you’re doing something that important, so how about if you show me the office where you can sit at the desk and do your work. Okay?”
 
   Eden tugged at Rachel’s hand and dragged her out of the room. “When I come here, I get to do...”
 
   I couldn’t help smiling. Was Rachel a mom? How did she know how to handle kids like that? I never had a problem with Eden, but then again I let her do whatever she wanted. 
 
   Rachel returned after escorting Eden to the office, a smile playing on her lips. She came back to sit down again.
 
   “She’s a neat girl,” she said.
 
   I nodded. I was thinking more that Rachel was pretty neat in how she’d handled Eden, but it didn’t seem the right time to say so. This was my evil former editor, come to tell me how she’d triumphed and now Merry hated me. Was she here to promise that she wouldn’t tell what had happened when I applied for other jobs? I’d let my teaching license expire, and I didn’t know if I could face that torment again. It would be like Dante’s levels of hell except surrounded by toddlers in bad-smelling adult-sized bodies that couldn’t tell the difference between text-speak and complete sentences.
 
   “Spring,” she said, and for the first time her voice inflected upward instead of down. Asking rather than commanding. “Will you please tell me why you were determined to hate me from the beginning? What did I ever do to you?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” I muttered, but her withering shake of her head prevented me from finishing the sentence. 
 
   “Merry was ready to file sexual harassment charges as well as fine you for all of the months you’ve been on salary without producing any work.”
 
   Sounded like Merry. She loved and hated with nothing in between. 
 
   “But...?”
 
   Rachel brushed an imaginary fleck of dust from her skirt. “I asked her not to.”
 
   I gaped at her. Had I heard her right? Why on earth would she have interfered? Then it came to me.
 
   “Oh, I see. You wanted to come and deal with me yourself.”
 
   “No! I mean yes. I mean.”  Weariness crept into her voice. “Why do you hate me?”
 
   I sat stunned into silence. 
 
   “Why the f-- I mean why do you care what I think? You got me fired, didn’t you? Isn’t that enough?”
 
   “You got yourself fired, Ms. Meadows.”  The creamy steel was back in her voice. “You’re the one who quit.”
 
   “You would have gotten me fired, anyway!”
 
   “All you had to do was follow the same basic rules of professionalism that every other adult in the world has to observe! Grow up!”
 
   I sneered. “Is that what they taught you in that little newsletter club you were at before?”
 
   She raised her hand as if to slap me, but then she dropped it quickly. When she spoke, her tone was low and tense.
 
   “Is that what it is? You decided never to give me a chance because you think I’m not good enough to be your editor?”
 
   No, I thought. Because I know you’re not.
 
   “Newspaper writing is different from what I do,” I said in my best attempt to be diplomatic. “I write novels. I--”
 
   “You’ve written one novel,” she corrected smoothly. “You wrote a brilliant first novel, but you haven’t done anything since then. Merry hired me to make sure that you didn’t float away like other writers who write one book and give up.”
 
   I peered at her. Was it the sugar rush that was making my brain fuzzy, or were her words starting to make sense?
 
   “I--”
 
   Rachel shook her head. “I told Meredith that both of you needed to cool off, lose the attitude, and come back at this like adults.”
 
   For what must have been the thousandth time that day, I stared at her. “You said that to Merry?”
 
   Rachel shrugged. “You don’t think it’s true?”
 
   I shrugged back. “Maybe. But I already quit, so it’s too late.”
 
   Rachel smiled. “What are you going to do instead?”  It was as if she were testing me.
 
   “I’ve got offers from other publishing companies,” I proclaimed. I stuck out my chin as if arrogance would make the lie more believable. “Or I’ve got any number of other opportunities, all simply amazing...”
 
   “Spring.”
 
   With that one word, she reduced me to Eden’s age.
 
   “Email an apology to Meredith today and ask for an appointment to apologize in person. CC me.”
 
   I wanted to protest, but it was as if she were leading me to my own office and settling me into my own chair to write a list of birthday-present ideas.
 
   “I--”
 
   “Swear to her that you will never make those kinds of comments ever again and that you’ll be professional in your communication from now on.”
 
   I formed the words “Get out!” in my mind and rehearsed them rapidly over and over, but nothing came out. 
 
   “Why?” I whispered instead. It was all that I could say, but she understood. She patted my shoulder exactly the way she had patted Eden’s.
 
   “Because you might be willing to throw away your talent, but I’m not.”
 
   She took her purse and let herself out the front door before I could think of anything to say.
 
   


 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
   The cursor on my computer screen mocked me with its flashing line. Bleep. Bleep. Bleep. You have nothing to say, you sound like an idiot, and now you have to eat dirt, it said to me. 
 
   Although I would have enjoyed writing an email to Merry and Rachel saying that I had a new contract with a huge advance from a big six New York publishing house, I scrunched myself into the office chair Eden had so enthusiastically occupied that afternoon. We had just barely cleaned her and the house up before Sara blew in, collected her daughter and belongings in a whirlwind, and blew out. Eden had some important meeting that she couldn’t miss, sick or not. She had made me promise to give her list to Rachel, but I would wait.
 
   Apologies don’t mix well with children’s gifts. Besides, I wasn’t sure whether Rachel had actually wanted the list. It had just been a ploy to get Eden out of the room. Wasn’t it?
 
   I’m sorry, I typed. Then I deleted it. Obviously I was supposed to say sorry. Was I? Was this a setup to get in one last dig before Merry told me I was fired anyway? Why would Rachel want me to apologize when she didn’t like how I worked and didn’t try to understand me? 
 
   Dear Merry, I typed. Then I deleted that, too. Should I be more formal? I couldn’t remember the last time I called her Meredith. Maybe the first time I met her I might have called her Ms. Faxon, but maybe not even then. She had been Merry from the beginning. 
 
   Merry, I typed. Then I debated. Was that too informal?
 
   Dear Meredith Faxon.
 
   I groaned. How was I supposed to get my novel finished when I couldn’t decide on the salutation for an email?
 
   Merry, I finally wrote before allowing myself to think about it any more. I lost my temper. I shouldn’t have said those things about you or Rachel, and I’m...
 
   The typing slowed. Why was it so hard to say sorry? I was sorry. Anyone who has ever said things in a fit of temper understands being sorry. The ache in my gut, the little headache that lurked in waiting, the nervous twitch of thoughts I struggled to keep at bay. Oh, I was sorry. I just didn’t see what good it would do anyone to say so. It wasn’t as if being sorry would take the words back.
 
   I’ll...
 
   My brain stopped. What had Rachel said, anyway? I still wasn’t sure I remembered or understood half of what she had told me. What was her game?
 
   “Mreow,” Victoria purred, wrapping herself around my ankles. Was it dinner time? No, I’d fed her while Eden was still here. Was she actually coming to me for once? 
 
   Absent-mindedly, I picked Victoria up and set her on my lap, letting my fingers run through her soft black fur. Little tufts of hair came off in my fingers, and I swished my thumb and fingers together to discard them onto the carpet. 
 
   “Victoria,” I asked her as I smoothed her midnight fur, “what should I do? How do I apologize?”
 
   She leapt onto my keyboard and batted at the mouse. It was almost as if she knew its name. Apology? she seemed to scoff. That’s for pussies. 
 
   “Stop that!” I protested. I scrambled to get control of my computer and mouse back, but by the time her claws and my will had finished fighting I had shed blood and she had somehow managed to send the email.
 
   Crap. What had it even said? I only remembered the first few words. I hoped they were something professional. I dumped an offended Victoria onto the floor before diving to my computer. I pulled up a new email, addressed it to both Merry and Rachel, and hit send before my brain could catch up with my fingers. It was better not to think.
 
    
 
   Merry and Rachel,
 
   I acted abominably. I can’t say it won’t happen again because you know me, but let me at least go and apologize. Totally out of line.
 
   Spring
 
    
 
   I didn’t know how Merry would respond, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to know. I switched the computer off and picked up a furious Victoria who only hissed and scratched until I let her go. I wandered into the living room, but it seemed awfully quiet without Eden’s constant demands. For a kid who was supposed to have been sick, she certainly had been lively. I meandered into the kitchen and put our various dishes into the dishwasher. “Tell your mom I gave you vegetables,” I’d said as I heated a layer of frozen French fries on a cookie sheet in the oven. “Make sure you tell her.”
 
   Eden had hugged me. Taken the dishtowel away, insisted on wrapping it around my head, and declared me queen of the French fries. I scoffed and called her ridiculous, but she wouldn’t back down.
 
   “Next time,” I’d told her, “you don’t have to pretend to be sick. Just tell your mom you want to see me.”
 
   Guiltily, she’d petted Victoria without looking at me. She stroked and scratched until she’d gotten Victoria to rumble with the longest purring thrum I’d ever heard, and then she nodded. 
 
   “It wasn’t a lie,” she had said. “I did feel sick.”  
 
   I nodded back. “Next time,” I told her, “just tell your mom and we’ll work something out.”
 
   “I really was sick,” she insisted. 
 
   “Naughty,” I said mock-seriously as I made as if to swat her bottom, and she laughed before darting out of reach.
 
   “You’re the one who’s naughty,” she said. 
 
   I laughed, but inside I had wondered if she knew how close she had come to the truth.
 
   ***
 
   Ms. Meadows,
 
   We will see you tomorrow at 2PM. 
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   The night before, after I’d received Rachel’s email, I’d thrown every single piece of clothing out of my closet and onto my bed. I pieced together various skirts, shirts, pants, and accessories before deciding to take a page out of Rachel’s book. She might have had the advantage before by wearing sophisticated clothing, but this time I would be ready.
 
   What did it mean that the message had come from her and not Merry, I wondered. Was that a bad or a good sign? Was Merry refusing to meet me? 
 
   Rachel was setting me up to go and beg forgiveness so she could have the final triumph. It wasn’t enough to beat me, but she had to make sure that Merry knew that I knew I was beaten. 
 
   Then I remembered the tidy schoolgirl script of “Selena Gomez CD” and wondered again. Rachel may have been a puffed-up controlling pretender who knew nothing about real writing, but the conversation with Eden had been the first sign of warmth I’d seen. As if she were human. At least before dark. 
 
   After endless self-debate, I found soft black pants that swished around my ankles almost like a well-cut skirt. A thin ribbed white tank top and an ankle-length black duster that was as soft as Eden’s baby blanket that she still had stuffed in the very back of her bottom dresser drawer. I even curled the ends of my hair and brushed on a shine of tinted lip gloss. 
 
   I might have been walking into a trap, but at least I would look good.
 
   ***
 
   “Who is it?” Merry barked.
 
   “It’s Spring,” I said, breaking off into a cough. I should have brought some water with me.
 
   Bzz!
 
   This time, I was prepared for the two faces swinging to examine me as I stepped into Merry’s office. Her lamp was on today, despite the full daylight, and her pile of papers was even higher than usual. 
 
   “Um.”  I cleared my throat, not sure what to say. Rachel’s expression was grim, but Merry looked ready to sign my death certificate. After bludgeoning me first to make sure I was really dead.
 
   “Spring--”
 
   “Ms. Meadows--”
 
   I sat on the hard folding chair, crossing my legs at the ankles. I found that I had nothing to say, not even an apology. I was sure I’d made the wrong decision by coming back just to let Rachel have her moment of glory. All traces of the kneeling, earnest woman who had coaxed Eden to do her “important favor” had disappeared, and all that remained were the hard angles of a woman who I realized, all of a sudden, was my new editor. Like it or not.
 
   “I--”
 
   I knew what they expected me to say, but what was the point? I wasn’t going to change. Heck, I didn’t want to change. 
 
   Merry glanced at Rachel. “Go ahead.”
 
   “Ms. Meadows, we’ve called you in today to discuss your insubordination and inappropriate conduct, specifically failing to meet your deadlines and implying that I received my job in exchange for sexual favors.”
 
   Gulp. Where was my righteous anger now? Where were all the snappy comebacks that had served me so well all of my life? I longed to somehow prove that it was Rachel who was in the wrong, but Merry had my apology in writing.
 
   I lifted my chin in an attempt to at least look confident, but I had to grip my hand tightly on the strap of my purse. Rachel had made it sound like all I had to do was send the email, but the flash in Merry’s eyes told me otherwise.
 
   After a pause, they exchanged looks. 
 
   “Spring, what the hell happened to you?” Merry demanded. She jumped out of her chair and slammed her pen onto the desk. “Do you know how lucky you are that Rachel isn’t going to take this further?”
 
   Take it further how? I gave a small shrug, holding my hands next to me so that no one could see them shaking. There are arguments, artistic temperaments, and creative differences. Then there is that point when someone goes so far over the edge that there is no going back. All I could do was hope to go down with my head held high. At least this way no one would find out that I could no longer write.
 
   “What do you want me to say? It’s not like I can take the emails back.” If I concentrated hard, I could lace just the right amount of sarcastic contempt into my voice. It was killing me not to beg them to give me a chance, but what was the point when they had already made up their mind?
 
   “Would it kill you to just once in your life act like a normal human being and--”
 
   “Ms. Meadows,” Rachel put in, smooth as always. “Do you understand the implications of sending the email that you did?
 
   Sexual favors. I hadn’t thought of it that way. I hadn’t thought at all. Rachel had turned this entire encounter into something she didn’t understand, and now I had nothing to say. Hating myself for sounding weak, I instead asked the only question that mattered.
 
   “Am I fired?” I could not keep a tremble out of my voice. What would I do? Go back to high school where the devil’s spawn scrawled filth about me on the bathroom walls? I’d rather go back to burger-flipping. 
 
   “You should be!” Merry burst out. I didn’t mind her yelling at me, or at least I told myself that I didn’t. She always shouted. Even if this time her anger was laced with something more than the usual outburst, I could shut her out. It was the immovable, cold, efficient brisk voice of Rachel that made me want to beg for mercy.
 
   “Do you want to be?” Rachel asked. I despised her for making me answer. I was prepared to teach in the ninth level of hell known as high school English, but I was not prepared to beg. At least not out loud. 
 
   “No,” I answered. I wished that I could take the sticky ice cream tissues from yesterday’s couch incident and throw them at Rachel’s smirk. I waited for her to laugh, to tell me that it was over, and to crow her victory to Merry. 
 
   Merry glowered. “I could hire ten new authors on your salary, and they’d be grateful for a job. They’d give me work twice as good as yours and without the attitude.”
 
   I put my purse strap on my shoulder. “Got it, thanks. I’ll get going, then...”
 
   “Ms. Meadows...”
 
   “Have a nice life.”  I threw myself out of the office praying that I would make it home before the tears came. I should have known better. How had I let this scam artist work her way into my home and give the hope that things might be different? Why did I even care? I’d lived my whole life without needing anyone’s pats on the back. I wasn’t going to start now. 
 
   Before I reached the front door of the strip mall, I heard pounding behind me. I turned around to see Rachel running, actually running. I stared at her, uncomprehending, as she skidded to a stop. A lock of hair fell into her face. As she reached up to brush her hair back, this Ironwoman paused to catch her breath. I wanted to tell her to just let me go, but she put a hand on my shoulder and the electric sparks prevented me from saying anything at all.
 
   “Ms. Meadows,” she said, and without thinking I corrected her.
 
   “It’s Spring.”
 
   Not that it mattered. I was no longer her co-worker. Or employee. What is an author to an editor, anyway? 
 
   I looked away, blinking. Mrs. Klesk was carrying an armful of laundry into The Emperor’s New Clothes, her chin just barely peeking over the stack of pale blues and pinks and greens.
 
   Was I supposed to humble myself again?
 
   “I’ll be going now,” I rumbled. I shifted my purse strap higher.
 
   “No one told you to leave, Ms. Meadows.”
 
   “I don’t need your permission!” I flared up. Breathe, I told myself. As long as I could stay angry, I could keep the tears away. The great Spring Meadows did not cry. 
 
   “You didn’t want to leave.”
 
   I did. But I didn’t. She was confusing me. 
 
   “No,” I admitted.
 
   “You wanted to stay, but not if it meant having to face the consequences of what you’d done wrong.”
 
   The top of her head expanded as her height grew. I blinked because she should have been at least an inch shorter than I was, but her presence filled the entryway.
 
   “Merry...” I began.
 
   “Is justifiably angry,” she finished. What could I say to that? I put my hand on the push-bar of the door, but her voice arrested me.
 
   “If you want to stay, there will be some changes.”
 
   She didn’t ask, but she knew my answer. I had gone down on my knees and kissed her feet for Merry to see, and there was no taking that back.
 
   “You will report directly to me, and to me alone.”
 
   At this point, that would be doing me a favor. The thumb slipped on my purse strap.
 
   “Do you understand me, Ms. Meadows?”
 
   For the first time, I understood that her insistence on calling me “Ms. Meadows” rather than “Spring” had nothing to do with respect or deference. She called Merry “Meredith”, after all. Not Ms. Faxon. No, the “Ms. Meadows” felt closer to Sister Martha’s crackling voice of, “Sit down, Miss Meadows!”
 
   “Yes’m,” I mumbled, as if she were Sister Martha and had caught me chewing gum in class. 
 
   She blinked in surprise, but then her ever-present poise settled over her like a cloak. I shifted from one foot to the other, absurdly silently wishing for her permission to leave. Hoping that she would make me stay. I wobbled a bit, and my head spun. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, and she touched my shoulder once more. A small spark exploded at her touch. I grew rigid, afraid that she could sense something from my posture or facial expression.
 
   “Stop fighting me,” she said, and I nodded wearily. “The sooner you learn that I’m on your side, the better.”
 
   “But I…” I licked my lips. “I was horrible to you.”
 
   I hadn’t meant to admit that. Even if she knew it and I knew it, it was supposed to remain unspoken. She patted my shoulder.
 
   “You were,” she agreed. “If we weren’t in public, I would show you exactly how horrible.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what she meant, but at this point I was no longer sure of my own name. I wanted only to escape to the safety of my home where Victoria demanded nothing of me but to leave her alone. I understood how to deal with her. I didn’t understand how to deal with this hot-and-cold editor who looked as if she would kill me one minute and then told me I was brilliant the next.
 
   “Spring,” she said, startling me by using my first name. “Tell me honestly. You sent that awful email just so you wouldn’t have to admit that you hadn’t done your writing. Right?”
 
   My mouth fell open. “No!” I protested. “I just was mad at you and didn’t think, and it was awful of me to say and I’m so sorry, so very sorry…”
 
   She had gotten me to apologize, but it was no longer what she wanted.
 
   “And I bet you’ve been stewing and panicking and sure that you can’t write no matter how hard you try because you no longer have it in you. Isn’t that right?”
 
   I wanted to keep telling her “no” but had used up all of my lies.
 
   “Maybe,” I whispered.
 
   “Let me say this again,” she said, getting right into my face. “It is my job to help you. It is my job to make sure you write, and if you aren’t able to write it is my job to help you do so. It’s time you stop throwing out every bad behavior in the book just to deflect attention from your writing problems.”
 
   I was stripped naked, every inch of covering whisked from me head to foot. I turned away bathed in shame, but her gentle fingers cupped my chin and made me look at her.
 
   “Just do as I say, Spring, and you’ll see that it will be all right.”
 
   I was sure that someone somewhere was laughing her head off at the thought of my doing anything anyone said, but I nodded. My head felt like an oversized sunflower lolling on a too-thin stalk. I didn’t know who or where I was, but the light pressure of her hand was more restraining than a full-body cast. 
 
   “I can’t,” I said as if someone were operating puppet strings to my mouth. “I really can’t.”
 
   “Then maybe I will need to help you.”
 
   She ushered me toward the door, and for the briefest of moments I would have sworn that I felt her hand on my...but that was impossible. She would not have done that. Would she? Had I been righter than I knew when I said she had done that with Merry? Confused, I drifted toward my car.
 
   “I’ll send you the details by email,” she said, and rather than wait for clarification I nodded as if I had been listening the entire time.
 
   What had I gotten myself into?
 
   ***
 
   Hey Squirt,
 
   Stop avoiding Ma’s calls. If she doesn’t get you, she calls Summer and me. We didn’t do anything to you to deserve this. Well, at least not lately.
 
   When are you coming back to Seattle? I know you’re all busy with your hotshot glamorous life, but you could visit your big sis in your down time. Remember how much you liked the fish market? 
 
   A.
 
    
 
   I fell in front of my computer wondering whether I should hammer out enough of a first chapter to placate Rachel or give up and do something fun. I’d been so distracted that I hadn’t even programmed the DVR for Warden and Sephora today. What did they possibly do without me? 
 
   “Mreow!” Victoria scolded as she careened out from under my desk. It wasn’t her usual hiding place, and I hadn’t thought to check before sticking my legs underneath. 
 
   “Victoria!” I called after her, but she had streaked somewhere secret never to return. Or at least not until she got hungry. Such a user. 
 
    
 
   Hi Spring! I lost a tooth today! I miss you! Love to Victoria. XOXO Eden
 
    
 
   Ping! Another new email.
 
    
 
   Ms. Meadows,
 
   I spoke with Meredith after you left, and she is in agreement that I may handle this situation as I feel is best. Please email me ASAP when you will have time for an in-person meeting.
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   My hands shook as I typed the reply. 
 
    
 
   Any time is okay. S.
 
    
 
   It was better not to think. It was better not to think.
 
   Ping!
 
    
 
   Ms. Meadows,
 
   I will expect you in my office precisely at 2 PM tomorrow. Attached you will find my notes on your synopsis. 
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   Why didn’t life come with an “undo” button?
 
   


 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
   “Good afternoon, Ms. Meadows.”
 
   She stood to usher me into her office, and instead of Merry’s haphazard piles of papers, every piece of furniture and decoration stood properly in its spot. Exactly in the center of the bookshelf behind her desk was a cherry-wood frame and a photo of a bright-cheeked girl who looked about the same age as Eden.
 
   “Is that your niece?” I asked, forgetting to return her greeting. She turned, and her cheekbones appeared as she smiled.
 
   “Yes,” she answered. “Viola. She’ll be nine next month.”  She stood next to her desk waiting for me to sit, but I moved closer to get a better look at the picture.
 
   “She’s cute,” I said. Then I rummaged in my purse to take out a sheet of paper. “Oh, Eden wanted me to give you this. I didn’t know if you actually needed it or it was just a way to get her to leave...”
 
   She accepted the list and set it on her desk without comment. Uncomfortably, I shifted in my spot before realizing that she would remain standing as long as I did. Bumping knees and elbows, I lowered myself into the chair that was a twin of the horrible fold-up one in Merry’s office.
 
   “I looked at your email,” I said. I didn’t know if I was supposed to go back to the apologies or move forward to the work, but I figured that it didn’t hurt to show that I had made an effort. “I saw your notes about the synopsis.”
 
   “It’s too vague,” she said. “If I don’t have a clear idea of what you will be writing, how will you?”
 
   I grimaced. It took every ounce of self-control not to make another comment about the difference in writing a daily newspaper and a work of art. 
 
   “I tried,” I answered, unable to keep the resentment out of my voice. “If you hadn’t pushed me, I would have--”
 
   “Ms. Meadows.”
 
   Every time she said my name that way, it was like dragging a rake across concrete sidewalk. 
 
   “What’s going to happen?” I asked. I hated myself, again, nearly as much as I hated her. “Going to fire me after all?” I sneered. 
 
   She sat down, folding her hands across her desk. “Grow up,” she answered, as casually as if she were telling me to tie my shoelaces. “Stop being a brat, shut up, and listen to me.”
 
   Cool air wafted over the top of my tongue, and my ears popped. Even after I realized that my mouth had dropped far enough to threaten unhinging my jaw, I couldn’t close it. It took a quick massage near my ears to loosen my jaw enough to force it to snap back into place. 
 
   “What?” she flashed. “No one’s ever told you off before?”
 
   She knows, I thought. She saw my writing, and she knows I’m a failure. All of this other stuff is just a way to camouflage it. And even though I had told myself over and over that I didn’t care what she thought and didn’t need anyone’s approval, something in my chest prickled. She had believed in me. She had thought I was Merry’s best writer, and then she saw for herself that I no longer could do it. I shoved the thought aside and concentrated only on the anger. Rejection, bitterness, the anguish of defeat. It was her fault. If I could hold onto that, perhaps I could walk out of her office without breaking down. I would save myself at least that disgrace.
 
   “You want this job, yes?” she asked, not bothering to hear my answer. Even if I refused to say it out loud, she knew. “So you would agree that it’s better if I can get through a conversation without wanting to strangle you?”
 
   “Well, maybe you’re not the only one. Maybe I’d like to strangle you, too.”
 
   Before the words fully left my mouth, I pressed my eyes shut so I wouldn’t have to watch the dull red flood her cheeks. The audible intake of breath was enough. Then again, I wasn’t entirely sure if the gasp were hers. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I offered, but at a crash my eyes flew open.
 
   “I should put you over my lap and spank the brattiness out of you right now.”
 
   I would have laughed if she hadn’t stood up. I would have laughed if she hadn’t put a hand on my shoulder and the nether regions of my stomach hadn’t executed a twisting, turning thirty-foot dive worthy of an Olympic gold medal. I would have laughed if the clatter of her jewel-toned bracelets hadn’t made all the more clear that yet again her touch had rendered me immobile. 
 
   “You wouldn’t?” I replied. Hesitantly. Trying to force my words into a statement rather than a question, but failing altogether.
 
   “Wouldn’t I!”
 
   I gasped, wanting to twist and free myself but somehow also compelled toward her. 
 
   Like a moth to a lantern, I suppose.
 
   “Ms. Meadows, might I remind you that Meredith has given me full authority to deal with you and this situation in any manner that I deem fit?”
 
   “I hope the sex was good.”
 
    It was a pitiful shot, but it was the best I had. I was glad I was sitting down because I was starting to feel shaky. She pursed her lips and removed her claw of iron, but I remained motionless. 
 
   “I think it’s time we establish some boundaries,” she announced. As she opened a drawer of her desk, words started pouring out of my mouth. It wasn’t as if I actually thought she would do something. No, it was that I had finally and truly understood what it meant to go too far.
 
   “I wasn’t thinking…” I offered, but she paid no attention to me as she drew a smooth paddle out of her drawer and set it on her desk close enough for me to see. Lettered across the front in fancy script were the words “Editorial Board.” I searched for something sassy to say, but the twisting in my stomach left me with few options.
 
   “Ms. Meadows,” she said, tapping the paddle onto her desk. “Stand up, please.”
 
   “Is this a joke?” I asked, feeling faint. “Can you fire me instead?”
 
   “Not this time,” she said. “But I’ll keep my options open for later.” She waited, and then her taps grew louder. “I suggest that you stand up now, please.”
 
   It was the courtesy of her “please” combined with the awful suggestion of her “request” that raised my body from my chair. My knees shook as I took a half-step toward the desk and immediately retreated backward.
 
   “Come, Ms. Meadows,” she urged crisply. She rolled her chair backward so that her pinstriped legs loomed alarmingly. “Over my lap, please.”
 
   I tiptoed toward her, glancing at her niece Viola’s picture in silent apology. I wished that I could turn her facedown so she wouldn’t have to witness her aunt engaging this melee. By the time I arrived in front of Rachel, she patted her lap. 
 
   “Over,” she repeated. I hesitated some more until she held out her hand. I took it, and she lowered me with surprising strength to form a tent-like capital letter “A” across the chair. My legs were one side, my upper body were on the other, and her chair formed the crossbar. Fleetingly, I wondered why I didn’t run, or scream, or protest. 
 
   “What are you…”
 
   “Ms. Meadows,” she interrupted. Or perhaps it was I who had interrupted her, even though I had spoken first. She had a certain air of commanding attention no matter what had occurred previously. “I am your staunchest ally, your biggest help, and your greatest supporter. But if you cross certain lines with me, I will be your worst nightmare.”
 
   I tried to apologize, but she cut me off by smoothing my slacks across my bottom and placing the “Editorial Board” across it. 
 
   “I was willing to overlook the sex comment,” she said, tapping the paddle lightly. My bottom muscles clenched and twisted as I tried to avoid contact. Ma had spanked all of us girls when we were kids, and that wooden spoon of hers had been pure hell. Not that it had changed our behavior, mind. It only made us madder than hornets and twice as sneaky the next time. 
 
   “Please, I…”
 
   “Once,” she said. “I was willing to overlook it once.” 
 
   She raised the paddle, and during the eternal wait my hair must have turned several shades of gray. I whimpered, hated myself for whimpering, and would have tried to get off her lap if there had been any possible way without landing in an even more undignified heap on the floor. After an eternity, she crashed the paddle so fast that it whistled through the air. I cried out, struggled, and closed my eyes—only to open them in confusion. It didn’t hurt? 
 
   There was a soft clatter of the paddle being set on the desk, and her hand rested on my bottom. I flinched before realizing that it was a touch, not a slap. 
 
   “R-R-R-Rachel,” I stammered, shocked to realize that somewhere in the pit of my belly was an overwhelming sense of having been let down. It wasn’t as if I wanted that paddle to smack me, exactly, but after all of that build-up I couldn’t figure out her game. “I th-th-thought…”
 
   “Spring,” she said, and this time her voice was gentle. Soft. Almost tender. As absurd as my position across her lap might have been, her tone and her hand across my backside made it seem as if it had always been meant to be. As if this were somehow right.
 
   “Spring,” she said, patting as if I needed comfort. “I know that you are a brilliant writer with so much to offer, and then you act like some overgrown two-year-old who has to knock down everyone else’s blocks because you couldn’t get your puzzle piece to fit.”
 
   I wanted to protest, but I would have had to be able to say she was wrong.
 
   “I know you want to do this. I know you have a wonderful second novel in you, and it will be even better than the first. You have a gift. I see it in your eyes, I see it in the way you walk, and in that synopsis you sent me—even though most of it was crap—you had flashes of it. You keep trying to build up this image of Spring Meadows, the great writer, and you’ve lost touch with who you are. The Spring Meadows who wrote Shadow Memories was a woman who knew how to feel. She was in touch with human beings around her. She believed, not just in other people, but in herself. She wrote about life and love and loss.”
 
   And even though she had not so much as raised a hand to me, I was sniffling. Maybe it was the childish position. Maybe it was not knowing what would happen or when she would let me up. Maybe it was the shame of knowing that I brought this upon myself, I had treated her more horribly than anyone in my entire life…and she still believed in me.
 
   “I—I can’t…” I whimpered. “I can’t do it.”
 
   She patted my bottom and spoke soothingly, and without knowing it the hypnotic power of her voice drew me in.
 
   “You think you can’t because you’ve walled yourself off from every basic human decency, and you think that if you puff yourself up as a great star no one will see that you think you are a has-been.”
 
   Silenced. Startled. 
 
   “Tell me what you’re feeling right now.”
 
   The command startled me even more than her unsettling commentary. Without thinking, my mouth formed words.
 
   “My mother,” I began, and she gave a gentle rub.
 
   “Go on,” she encouraged. 
 
   And I could see it, right as if it were in front of me.
 
   “She always had a little glass, a clear glass with those kind of indentations as if you’d put a fingerprint around the sides, and every day of summer vacation my sisters and I would bring her dandelions. She always made sure to put in one from each of us, and she’d add fresh water to the glass every single day.”
 
   Who needs store flowers when you bring me the prettiest ones in the world? She would say. It was as if she were standing next to me and speaking in my ear.
 
   “She said we gave her the prettiest flowers in the world, and when I went to school and the teacher tried to tell me dandelions were a weed I refused to believe her.”
 
   I was eight years old again, chasing Autumn and Summer and telling them that the biggest dandelion was mine, that Ma would like mine best. And no matter how much we argued amongst ourselves, she would put our three dandelions in the glass and tell us that all three were the best. Just like us.
 
   “Spring,” Rachel said gently, and I came to with a start. My cheeks were wet with tears. “That was real.”
 
   I wiped at my eyes with the edge of my sleeve. “It’s sappy,” I scoffed. “Kid stuff. I…”
 
   “Don’t,” Rachel remonstrated. “Let yourself feel.”
 
   Embarrassed, I gave one final sniff. “Why are you being nice to me?” I demanded, not caring that I sounded truculent. “You make a habit of being nice to people who are pains in the rear?”
 
   Rachel shook with laughter, skidding backward in her chair until we both collided with her office wall. She helped me stand up and wiped tears from her eyes, still hooting. 
 
   “That you certainly are, my dear,” she said, patting my cheek. “That you certainly are.”
 
   “But why?” I almost wanted to stomp my foot. 
 
   “Because the most difficult ones always have the most to offer.”
 
   I ducked my head, but not quickly enough to miss her smile. 
 
   “Spring?” she said, and even though her voice rose at the end I knew it was not a question. “I’ll be visiting you at home tomorrow morning.”
 
   I didn’t ask why. “What time?”
 
   “Ten AM,” she answered. “It’s time you got your first spanking.”
 
   ***
 
   “Ma,” I said into the phone, unwrapping the second half of my Cold Cut Combo from Subway, “I told you. I was busy. I wasn’t ignoring you.”
 
   “I was worried sick! Autumn and Summer said they didn’t know what would happen, and you hadn’t let me know. I’m an old woman, Spring. You can’t do that to me.”
 
   “Do what to you?” I licked the mustard from the edge of the packet and squeezed it onto the top of the sandwich meat. “Did it hurt you that I didn’t call?”  I meant it sarcastically, but she missed my tone.
 
   “Darn right it did! What did I do to deserve that? When one of my babies isn’t talking to me, it’s like gut rot. You wouldn’t understand because you’re not a mother.”
 
   “I know, Ma. Are you going to tell me about the time I got chicken pox so you couldn’t go to that wedding? I did it on purpose, right?”
 
   “It’s not nice to make fun of your mother, Spring. When I was your age I had some respect for my parents. If I’d have talked to my mother...”
 
   Oh, Lord. Wasn’t the point of becoming an adult that I no longer had to listen to the endless refrains of “I never talked to my parents that way”?
 
   “Ma,” I said. “I gotta go. Don’t you want me to write so I can publish books and become famous?”
 
   “You should give Uncle Frank a call. I bet he’d get you set up with dental hygienist school. This girl on TV got a job right away, he said.”
 
   “Ma!” I let out a gust of air because there were no words to answer without screaming. “I have a job. I have a degree. I’m a professional, and I might work from home but it is a real job! And no, Sean and I are not getting back together but if you really want, I’ll get a sperm donor and give you a grandbaby. Happy?”
 
   After a full ten seconds of dead silence, the fretful voice returned. “Sorry that you’re too busy and important for your mother.”
 
   Click.
 
   I slumped into the recliner, let my head fall back against the headrest, and let out a deep, guttural groan. Whatever heinous crime I had committed in a former life, it couldn’t have been worth this punishment. I punched in a few numbers and listened to the rings.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Auty?”
 
   “Squirt!”
 
   “You busy?”
 
   “Just getting ready for a date tonight, but I have a few minutes. What’s up? Did you take Ma’s call?”
 
   I yanked the lever back on the recliner so I could put my feet up. 
 
   “You can’t tell from the crazy in my voice? I’m going to smother her one of these days. Pick up a pillow and hold it down over that mouth that never stops…”
 
   “Smothering her would require actually visiting her, which you haven’t done since...”
 
   “Sooner than you did.”
 
   “Hey, you’re the one who stuck around.”
 
   “I should’ve been the one to get out of Dodge.”
 
   “Always can. Seattle’s great.”
 
   “On my salary? I couldn’t afford to live in your closet. So who’s the new date? I thought you’d given up on guys for a while.”
 
   “Yeah, I was. Duane’s too old for me, really, but a co-worker set us up and he got tickets to this concert I wanted to see, so...”
 
   “You’re just using him to go to the concert?”
 
   “Squirt! No!”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “Maybe once.”
 
   “You’re a bad girl, Autumn.”
 
   “Look who’s talking! Who had to field five calls a day from Ma and reassure her that I couldn’t fly down to make sure you hadn’t broken your neck and was lying unconscious in the bathroom in desperate need of an ambulance?”
 
   I laughed. “Only Ma.”
 
   She laughed, too. “She was really worried, Squirt. Don’t do that again.”
 
   The guilt settled into my ribcage. “I know, but she’s so...she’s so...”
 
   “She’s never going to change, you know.”
 
   “She could die,” I grumbled. 
 
   “Squirt! You’re terrible!”  But she laughed. 
 
   “I’d give her a nice funeral.”
 
    
 
   Spring,
 
   As per our agreement today, I will be visiting your home tomorrow at 10 AM sharp.
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
   


 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   I gasped as she pitched me across her lap. This was my office. My rollback chair with the frayed cushion seam and the wobbly wheel. This was my space, not hers! I thought she had come to talk. To encourage. Not this!
 
   “Let me up or I’ll sue!”
 
   “Maybe you shouldn’t have written emails saying that I slept with Meredith.”
 
   “But you were nice to me yesterday!” My bewildered brain couldn’t keep up. I pounded on her legs with the palms of my hands, but she only rested one foot on my notebook to lift my bottom end higher. 
 
   She wedged me firmly across her lap. “I was. And now it’s time to deal with your misbehavior.”
 
   “I’m going to call the police!”
 
   “The written word is such a funny thing. One message written in the heat of anger remains permanently in electronic history. So easy to print out.”
 
   “Are you threatening me?”  I had trouble speaking with her knee in my stomach and the blood rushing to my head. If I just kept talking tough, I could get through it. I’d show her. 
 
   “No,” she said, rich as new velvet. “Threats are for people who can’t follow through.”
 
   Her hand cracked sharply against my bottom, and I relaxed. What had I gotten so worked up about? This didn’t hurt. I probably remembered Ma’s spankings as painful because I’d been a kid then. 
 
   “Okay,” I said. “There. You did it. Happy?”
 
   I felt ridiculous, but she had me so precariously positioned that it was all I could do to keep my hands and feet balanced on the ground. I was more afraid of doing a faceplant in the carpet than whatever “punishment” she might dish out. So I’d take a couple whacks. Then she’d get her ego satisfied, she’d go home, and I could get back to my television.
 
   Another swat landed, neither harder nor softer. I curled up my toes and then let them go, trying to work out the crick in my back. I didn’t know if I should tell her that the discomfort from being in this idiotic position hurt more than her so-called...whatever. 
 
   “Yes,” she said, increasing her pace to hit with a little more force and a little more speed. Still, it felt like a deep tissue massage rather than anything painful. I cracked my neck as I did my best to hold still. 
 
   “Am I supposed to pretend this hurts?” 
 
   Oops. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud. Oh, whatever. It wasn’t as if she scared me, at least not any more. All the warnings, all the innuendos...all for a bit of tickling? She was probably bluffing again, just like yesterday. I almost felt cheated. 
 
   “No, Spring. There’s no need to pretend.”  She crunched me into her stomach as she leaned over my back. At the sound of a clasp opening, I realized that she was unfastening her purse. 
 
   “You just never know when to stop, do you?”
 
   At the impact of something solid connecting with my bottom, my body slammed forward so strongly that I could not breathe. It took all of my effort to give little panting gasps, but before I could draw a full breath the same something solid landed with enough force to launch me into orbit. 
 
   “Any sassy comments now, Spring?”
 
   I couldn’t have said them if I had even been able to think of them, let alone breathe. Only a high-pitched, breathless “Uh! Uh! Uh!” escaped my lips.
 
   “This paddle,” she said, as if I could hear and understand her while she was turning my sit-down into a fried-up, “is the ‘Editorial Board’ that you admired in my office yesterday.”
 
   I didn’t remember admiring anything, but at this point I would have agreed that I’d dined with panda bears and ridden an upside-down bicycle if that was what she wanted.
 
   I dug my fingernails into the carpet so hard that a few tufts came loose as she heaved my body back to its original position. My feet could touch the floor again, but my armpits were mushed against her thigh. The paddle hurt, but it was the ungainly position that was the most humiliating.
 
   “In case we’re not clear, Spring, you answer to me. If I give you orders, I don’t want to hear anything other than, ‘Yes ma’am!’“
 
   I would have agreed, but I was afraid if I opened my mouth that the only thing to escape would be a scream.
 
   Whack!
 
   “I am your editor, I am your boss, and for all intents and purposes for the next few weeks I will be God.”
 
   My eyes flew to the pewter crucifix I had hung on the wall in a rare show of deference to my mother’s wishes. It was as if having a tortured, broken metal body in the house made up for all the weeks I couldn’t be bothered to attend mass. I wasn’t sure what the gray figure thought of this hatchet-faced lady calling herself God, but I also wasn’t sure what the gray figure would think of this paddle-wielding lady beating me black and blue.
 
   I was sure that I was turning black and blue. I would call the police and report her for abuse and…
 
   And she would tell them about my “sexual harassment”. At least that was what I told myself. As long as I was submitting only out of fear of what she would do, I didn’t have to admit to myself that maybe I deserved it.
 
   Whack! 
 
   “Ow!”  I’d held out for as long as I could, but the shockwaves reverberated so thickly that I thought I would pass out. “I’m sorry!”
 
   Where the heck had that come from? The great Spring Meadows was sorry for nothing and sorry to no one. 
 
   “Am I getting through to you?”
 
   I tried to answer, but the next blow left me breathless. I was sure that I had a calm, reasonable, and quite persuasive answer that would get me out of this situation, but instead I began whimpering. Sniveling. Whining.
 
   “Owww, nooo….nooo….”
 
   “Maybe you can write your great American novel about a writer who gets spanked,” she said, chuckling to herself even as the next several swats reduced me from whimpering to downright begging.
 
   “Please, Rachel, please…I’ll do anything. Just please stop.”
 
   She did stop. A lifetime later. 
 
    
 
   Spring,
 
   I will look forward to your first chapter by next Friday. I am delighted that we have found sufficient means to motivate you. 
 
   I will visit your home again on Monday at 10 AM sharp, just to make sure.
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
   ***
 
   “Spring?”
 
   “Hey, Sara. Things okay?”
 
   “Jeff’s finally back, thank goodness. Thanks so much for taking Eden. She’s been perfect since then.”
 
   “Yeah well, some of those bugs are pretty short-lived.”
 
   “Listen, Jeff wants to go to the pool. Want to come with us? We’ll treat you to dinner.”
 
   The pool. A swimsuit. A hand drifted to my swollen bottom. While the cool water would probably feel good, a double-mirror post-mortem inspection had made it clear that a swimsuit was out of the question for now. I coughed.
 
   “I’d love to go, but I have a bit of a sore throat…”
 
   “Oh no, did you get what Eden had? I’m so sorry!”
 
   Yup. I got exactly what Eden had. “No, no! Not at all. I’m sure it’s nothing. It’s just that I’ve got this new editor who’s really tough, and she wants stuff by next Friday.”
 
   “Good! You need someone tough to knock some sense into you.”
 
   “Geez, Sara, you don’t have to sound so happy about it.”
 
   “When you write your great American novel, I expect to be listed first on the dedication page.”
 
   “Ha! Oh, wait. Tell Eden that Rachel says thank you for the list.”
 
   “Rachel? Who’s that?”
 
   “My evil editor.”
 
   “Why did Eden meet your editor?”
 
   “It’s a long story…”
 
   ***
 
   “Ms. Meadows,” she insisted. 
 
   I struggled to keep my head afloat. I had slept badly the night before as I pondered the meaning of her email. As instructed, I had printed out a copy of my first chapter or at least the attempt to start it.
 
   “Stop trying to write a Pulitzer novel,” she had admonished me. “We need results, and we need them now.”
 
   I scrabbled to lackadaisical attention. 
 
   “Have you thought about my message?” she asked. I started to nod before breaking off in confusion. Did I? What was her message? I seemed to spend all of my time these days in meetings, and I seemed to spend all of the meeting time wondering just what she was trying to do.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted. I looked for a smart answer, but my brain failed me. It went on strike more and more often when she was around. 
 
   The words were not what she had expected. A flush of anger tensed her jaw line, but I shook my head asking her to wait.
 
   “Why?” I pleaded. The aching and throbbing had lasted for ages after her last visit. Just the sound of her knock on my door had thrust a Cirque du Soleil careening through my chest. 
 
   “Why?” she asked, her eyebrows lifting. I wasn’t sure if it was an actual question or a reminder that she had blasphemed herself on her last visit, but I answered anyway.
 
   “Not again,” I pleaded, hating that she was able to reduce me to whimpering. I gave her taupe purse an uneasy glance as I tried to gauge whether it was full enough to carry the dreaded Editorial Board within. “I did the writing. See?”
 
   I held up my few printed pages, even the ones that were mostly blank with jotted notes in pen. “Look up the latest popular books that would be on the table.”  “What color suitcases does Samsonite make?”  She accepted the pages, skimmed through them, and set them on my coffee table. At least this time there were no ice-cream encrusted bowls. I’d even done a halfhearted swipe with Pledge and a cleaning rag. 
 
   “Delighted,” she answered, but her response was crisp. Did this woman know the meaning of delight? Or was her only delight in watching people cower?
 
   “Please,” I begged, backing up. “I’ll finish the chapter by Friday. You don’t need to...”
 
   “Ms. Meadows,” she interrupted silkily. “Can you honestly tell me that all of your writing blocks are removed and that you will be able to meet all of your deadlines without any trouble?”
 
   Unbelievably, my mouth said, “No.”  I reeled in shock at how my mouth had betrayed me. Work with me, I raged at my mouth. Stop complying! You’re not the one that’s going to get hit!
 
   “Yes,” I amended, but it was too late. She had seen my weakness, and there was no turning back.
 
   “Did you think this spanking was only about your writing?” she asked. 
 
   I felt the heat prickling across my body in undulating waves. How could she...that word...out loud...someone could have heard! I took a step backward, shaking my head.
 
   “Ms. Templeton,” I began, as if giving her a title would earn me grace. 
 
   “Let’s get this over with.”
 
   And before I knew it, I was jackknifed over her lap with the Editorial Board whistling across my bottom. 
 
   “No!” I shrieked. “You can’t do this to me!”
 
   “In answer to your previous question, Ms. Meadows,” she answered without missing a beat, “The sex was good.”
 
   Whack!
 
   ***
 
   Hey big sis! So excited we’ll get to see you! Kayley’s got soccer camp next week, and her teacher last year said her reading wasn’t up to her age level. So try not to get her sick—and make sure she reads out loud for half an hour to you every day, okay? I know I’m a nutter mom, but I don’t want her to be behind when she starts school. Plus, she’ll do anything if it’s you asking.
 
   We’re bringing up some fresh strawberries from the U-Pick farm just outside town. They are amazing! I made freezer jam, and if the cooler holds up for the car ride we’ll bring you a jar. It is divine! Not turning out to be such a bad stay-at-home mom after all, am I?
 
   Oh, Kayley wants to know if she can take Victoria on a walk. 
 
   Love ya. Try not to be a brat.
 
   Summer
 
    
 
   “Hello?”
 
   Dead silence.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   More silence.
 
   “Ma, are you there?”
 
   “Who the dickens is this?”
 
   “Ma, it’s Spring. Your least favorite daughter.”
 
   “So you do know how to pick up the phone and dial.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Smother, I thought to myself. Just pick up a pillow and…  “Ma,” I said. “I’m sorry I don’t call more often.”
 
   This was the most silence I had heard from her in years. If I’d known all it would take was an apology to get her to shut up, I would have done it decades ago.
 
   “Hello? Hello?”
 
   I started to click the phone off, but before I hung up her voice came through, gruff and deep.
 
   “Call Uncle Frank about the job, okay?”
 
   “Ma! If you say that one more time, I’m going to…”
 
   “Spring.”
 
   My hand paused just above the hang-up button. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “Your father misses you.”
 
   It was my turn for silence. I had to take a few deep breaths before I could answer.
 
   “Me, too.”
 
   


 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   “Aunt Spring,” Kayley said as she looped one of her narrow belts underneath and around Victoria’s collar, “bet I can make Victoria walk on a leash.”
 
   I laughed. “I can’t even make her come when I call.”
 
   “I read about it in a book. See, if you just start small and train them a little bit every day, they’ll start to like it.”  Kayley tugged at her makeshift leash while Victoria arched her back and hissed. Kayley dug into her jeans pocket and fished out her phone. “Oh, that’s so funny!”
 
   “Kayley, Victoria’s pretty mad.”
 
   Snap! 
 
   “Look!”  Kayley held out her phone to me. Victoria scrambled away, jerking the belt out of Kayley’s hand. “She’s so funny!”
 
   “That’s kind of mean,” I objected, until I saw the hissing, angry, spitting pose of my resident feline. Then I laughed. “That does pretty much sum her up.”
 
   “Victoria, come back!”  Kayley bounded into my bedroom, but I called after her. 
 
   “Leave her alone. She’s had enough torment for one day.”  Summer put her foot down about not having pets, so Kayley was fascinated with Victoria. The poor cat hadn’t had a moment’s peace. “Aren’t you supposed to do your reading?”
 
   Kayley grumbled. “Mom won’t know if I don’t do it.”
 
   My bottom tingled, and I rubbed without thinking. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” Kayley asked. “Did you fall and hurt yourself?”
 
   I blushed. “Something like that. But it’s not a good idea to leave things until the last minute.”
 
   “Oh come on, Aunt Spring. Can’t we do that later?”
 
   “No, Kayley,” I said as I sat down wincing next to her. “It’s sometimes a good idea to do as we’re told.”
 
   “Easy for you to say,” Kayley muttered. “When I’m an adult, no one is going to tell me what to do.”
 
   An image of Rachel entering just the day before to administer yet another “editorial” correction flashed through my mind, and I blushed. 
 
   “Not always,” I pointed out. “Adults have to do what they’re told, too.”
 
   “Like what?” Kayley challenged. “You can go to bed when you want, eat what you want, wear what you want.”  She had already told me about how Summer had confiscated her favorite skirt as being “too short”. 
 
   “Well,” I said, trying to figure out what to say that wouldn’t be too much, “like with my work. If I don’t get my work done, my editor will be mad.”  Would she ever! I shifted uneasily just at the thought.
 
   Kayley gave me a skeptical look. “Yeah, but it’s not like she’s going to ground you or anything.”
 
   Summer was a fan of grounding. Kayley was not. 
 
   “No, but editors have ways to make their writers work.”  It slipped out before I thought.
 
   “Like what?”
 
   I patted Kayley’s leg. “Time enough for you to find out when you become an adult. Now let’s get back to reading The Giver, shall we?”
 
   ***
 
   Spring,
 
   Delighted with your last chapter, but where is the next one? Please don’t allow yourself to slide back into bad habits. 
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   I paced around my office, patting the walls as I rounded each corner. For a while after Rachel and I had come to an agreement, or perhaps more accurately I had come to an agreement with her, things had gone well. I didn’t always like her nearly-weekly visits, but picturing her disappointment—both emotional and the physical “disappointment” she then showed my bottom—had been enough to keep me working even through the week Kayley had stayed with me. Warden and Sephora had grown rather neglected, but I assured them that after I finished my novel I would again give them my undivided attention. Besides, if I waited long enough their storyline would circle around to something familiar anyway. 
 
   The afternoon that I had remembered Ma’s dandelions in Rachel’s office, I had realized that she was right. I had shut off parts of me that seemed too young or too naïve for my adult world. But instead of becoming more sophisticated, I had become stunted. With Rachel’s “lessons”, she had enabled me to feel the parts of myself that I had forgotten were important. Just the other day, I had noticed that the order taker at the McDonald’s drive-through was always the same on Wednesdays. At first I had sped through the window not caring, but then I had cautiously said hello. The other day, once I asked for fries without salt she had said, “Sure, Spring.” It was funny how much I cared about such a small detail. It was that day I had noticed her name was Sandy.
 
   Jennifer didn’t know what to make of this new transition in her author. First I had thrown her into the arms of Mr. Suitcase Man, but he rejected her. Then I had her play hard-to-get and have him chase after her, but Jennifer came across as an ice queen. I must have re-written that opening scene thirty times before I gave up in disgust and started something new. I hadn’t thought it would be an actual story. I started to write down what I remembered about those dandelions and the clear-glass vase, and it was as if I could smell the Dawn dish soap that Ma used in the kitchen sink right next to the vase. I could feel myself peering over the countertop to reassure myself that my dandelion was intact and still the prettiest one of all. I let Summer and Autumn think that Ma liked theirs too, but I knew mine was the best. 
 
   With deadlines looming and Rachel’s “lessons” as incentive, I had sent her the sketch. Only a page or two, nothing fancy. None of the literary allusions or structure or layering that I had spent hours crafting, but just a simple re-telling of a childhood memory.
 
   To my surprise, Rachel had loved it. I knew you could do it, she had written back. Give yourself permission to write what you feel, not what you think will sell. It was a paradox. To write a bestseller, I had to write as if sales didn’t matter. To write as if sales didn’t matter, I had to have faith that it would be a bestseller. I had to remember everything I had ever lived, and I had to simultaneously forget it to create something new.
 
   I wrote another sketch, this time about the tin-can stilts Dad had made for Autumn when she had been seven and I had been five. Summer had been a baby of three and content with her tricycle, but I had jealously followed Autumn around the sidewalk and driveway until I drove her batty enough to thrust the rope handles into my hands. “Here,” she had said, storming off. “They’re baby toys, anyway.” 
 
   I didn’t know what tin-can stilts had to do with dandelions in a cheap glass, but I sent it to Rachel only to receive more praise. I couldn’t understand. Anyone could write down a memory. Was she only buttering me up so I would stop being a pain? Was the praise only a set-up so she would cackle with glee when my book failed? 
 
   But I worked. Day after day, I put down one sketch after another. Until it stopped.
 
   I couldn’t say what went wrong. Luckily I had in reserve another sketch or two that I hadn’t previously considered good enough, so I had fallback material at first. I told Rachel that things were going well, and although she wanted me to rework the latest material she reminded me that I was staying true to my “voice”.
 
   I didn’t know if I had a voice or not. I only knew that the words had stopped coming.
 
   I had promised her a new sketch, what she still insisted on calling a chapter, by that morning. I had resorted to blind-cleaning and grout-scrubbing, but the memory of her “I know you have a wonderful second novel in you” forced me to return to my chair only to squirm in desperation. 
 
   I told myself that I only cared because she would spank me if I didn’t write. It was easier than admitting that I was afraid of disappointing her. The great Spring Meadows was not afraid of anyone, and she didn’t care enough about anyone else’s opinions to worry about disappointing. 
 
   Maybe I can write the next great American novel about a writer who only wrote one book, I told myself bitterly. 
 
    
 
   Spring,
 
   I haven’t received your chapter yet this morning. What is going on?
 
   Thank you for your understanding.
 
   Rachel Templeton, Editor-in-Chief
 
   Prickly Press
 
    
 
   It was only because of her rules, right? It was as simple as having learned respect for the pain her “Editorial Board” could inflict, and it was as simple as wanting to avoid the negative consequence. It had nothing to do with any emotional attachment or investment in her as an editor or a person. I didn’t need her. I didn’t need anyone. Writing an email to her now was not a sign of weakness. 
 
   I ran the monologue through my head several times, arguing with myself. 
 
   Had a date with Merry. Don’t know what your standards are, but the sex sucked.
 
   Even before the words formed in my mind, I felt ashamed. Dirty. I could send that message to Rachel, but what would it accomplish? I told myself that I was only acting out of my own self-interest because she would then probably paddle me for it.
 
   It was safer than admitting that I had come to value her opinion of me.
 
    
 
   I’m sorry. I swear I’ve been trying to write, but I just can’t do it. I tried everything you’ve suggested, all the exercises, and I can’t. I tried writing in pencil, tried dictating into a recorder, tried meditating and focusing on a single object to write an observation. Nothing’s working. I just can’t write any more. I don’t have it in me. I guess maybe you and Merry should fire me, after all.
 
    
 
   I didn’t sign it. As if omitting my name would mean omitting my humiliation. My defeat. My return to the inferno of high-school English and teenagers who would mock me.
 
   


 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
   Ding, dong.
 
   An expletive ripped from my lips. We had no appointment, but there was only one possible identity of the person on the other side of the door. Even though I had no intention of opening the door, I tore into my bedroom to throw off my lurid Eden pajamas and dive into yoga pants and a scoop-necked blouse. An odd combination, but neither had buttons or zippers and therefore were the fastest clothes to put on. 
 
   I crept to the front door and peered out the peephole. Rachel was raising her hand to ring the doorbell again, but she switched to a knock.
 
   Rap, rap.
 
   “Spring? I know you’re in there. Let me in, please.”
 
   “You can fire me by email!” I shouted, forgetting that my plan had been not to let her know I was inside.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous!” she called back, pounding on the door. “Let me in, Spring! I need to talk to you.”
 
   “Go get Merry if you don’t have the guts to fire me yourself!” I screamed, giving the door a kick. 
 
   Ding-dong dong dong dong RAP RAP RAP!
 
   “No one’s going to fire you! Just let me in!”
 
   I told myself that it was fear of what she would say to Merry that made me draw back the deadbolt and unhook the chain. I told myself it was fear that made me slowly turn the door knob and crack the door open a quarter of an inch. I told myself that it was fear, not an infant seedling of hope that made me lift my eyes to meet her steady, kindly gaze. Her every fiber radiated warmth and some unknown quality that I couldn’t name.
 
   “Spring,” she said, taking my hands into hers. I couldn’t understand why she wasn’t angry. Or gloating. Or silkily informing me that it was her duty to inform me that my contract was now terminated. 
 
   “Spring,” she said. “I am so proud of you.”
 
   I told myself that it was dust from outside that made my vision go blurry.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said later, as she stroked Victoria’s shamelessly attention-begging head and ears rubbing against her thigh. The wretched cat had actually stepped past me to settle herself on the couch next to Rachel and had, for all intents and purposes, established dominion over her new kingdom. Queendom. 
 
   Rachel ran her fingers through the fur on the very top of Victoria’s head and scritch-scratched behind her ears. I swear that Victoria started meowling a feline version of a love opera. 
 
   “Disgusting,” I said to Victoria. “I’m never giving you salmon again.” Naturally, she soundly ignored me. Rachel laughed, a rolling easy laughter that softened her lines and made her seem younger. 
 
   “You don’t understand why your queen of cats likes me?” she asked, petting some more. “I think my mama dipped me in catnip after I was born. Never met a cat that didn’t adore me.”
 
   I stared at Rachel out of the corners of my eyes, watching how she had transformed sourpuss, standoffish Victoria into a begging bundle of affection. Rachel had this way about her, whether it was with Victoria or Eden or Merry, of endearing without cajoling, of drawing everyone to her whether or not they understood what was happening. 
 
   “I don’t understand why…” My heart skipped a beat. Why you said you were proud of me. I changed mid-stream. “Why I’m not fired.”
 
   Rachel shifted in her seat and drew my hands into her lap, much to Victoria’s incredulous displeasure. “Why I’m proud of you?”
 
   My cheeks burned, and I looked away. “No,” I muttered. I was lying and she knew it, but my pride was still satisfied.
 
   “If I didn’t fire you for being an obnoxious, immature brat with no social skills, why would I fire you for being a writer making an effort?”
 
   I was so stunned and squirmy with embarrassment that I didn’t know where to look. I wasn’t sure whether I should challenge the “brat” comment or say that I hadn’t made an effort.
 
   “I didn’t meet the deadline,” I mumbled to the armrest. “I thought you said if I didn’t…”
 
   If I didn’t look at her, I wasn’t really participating in the conversation. She wouldn’t be able to hold my words against me later. She wouldn’t be able to use my secret against me.
 
   “Spring,” she said, patting my hands with her own. “Do you see the difference between what you did today and what you did when you first started working with me?”
 
   “That I’m dying with embarrassment now?” 
 
   The words slipped out before I could think. I covered my face in my hands, cursing inwardly. “Just go away,” I moaned. “I wasn’t going to…I mean I didn’t…”
 
   Gentle hands pulled mine down, and she waited for me to look at her. 
 
   “Instead of lashing out, you reached out. Instead of blaming everyone else, you asked for help.”
 
   “Stupid psychobabble crap,” I muttered, because it was the only way to pretend to keep my composure. I might as well have been Eden asking hopefully whether she had liked her birthday-gift ideas. 
 
   “Maybe,” Rachel smiled. I still didn’t understand why she was being so sweet, so kind, and so…strange. “Should I speak the language you prefer?”
 
   And as she positioned me across her lap and began spanking softly, I felt my entire body relax. This felt, for some reason, normal. Destined. I should have felt ashamed or angry that she was spanking me because I hadn’t done my work, but instead a rippling ocean of calm and peace washed over me.
 
   “I didn’t say I preferred this way.” I did my best to put a grumble into my voice, and she chuckled. I had the uncomfortable suspicion that if I didn’t keep concentrating as hard as I could that I might end up purring to beat Victoria’s kitty opera. 
 
   “I know.” The laughter in Rachel’s voice didn’t disguise the movement of her body shifting to stop spanking and take out the dreaded paddle. The formerly-dreaded paddle. “You prefer the Editorial Board, don’t you?”
 
   As much as I wanted to protest that I did not, my body betrayed me. I mewled, and I squirmed, and I curled myself up into the curves of her body. And afterward, when she snuggled me in her arms, it took all of my determination to protest.
 
   “It’s not professional,” I gasped, trying to control the tickling and gushing and squirming inside. “I’ll…”
 
   Rachel laid a finger on my lips. “So about ideas for working through this block you’ve been having…”
 
   “How are you going to explain to Merry that you didn’t fire me?” I asked. Rachel laughed, drawing her fingertips across my arm.
 
   “I’ll tell her the sex was good,” she answered.
 
   


 
    
 
    
 
   Blushing Publications thanks you whole-heartedly for your purchase with us!
 
    
 
   There are plenty more stories such as the one you’ve purchased from Blushing Books! Visit our online store to view our might selection!
 
    
 
   http://www.blushingbooks.com
 
    
 
   This book is intended for adults only. Spanking and other sexual activities represented in this book are fantasies only, intended for adults. Nothing in this book should be interpreted as advocating any non-consensual spanking activity or the spanking of minors.
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