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      Every family has its secrets, and the March family is no exception.

      For the March sisters, Match Made in Devon, the bridal shop opened and run by their parents, was a real-world representation of what true love was all about. But for eldest sister Alexandra that kind of perfection has always seemed unreachable.

      Alex has spent over fifteen years in Boston, building up an impenetrable shell of confidence and taking control over her own destiny. If there’s anything missing from her life, it isn’t important anyway. But with her mother’s unexpected death Alex is forced to leave her life in the big city behind and return to her hometown of Devon…and a past she’s been running from for years.

      As the March sisters try to salvage the bridal shop their parents loved, Alex is forced to confront her painful past and the real reason she left Devon so many years ago…including childhood sweetheart Jonah Dufort.

      Jonah represents everything Alex has tried to forget and conceal.  But sometimes secrets demand to be revealed, and when the past returns again in the form of a long-lost sister, it’s a shocking reminder to Alex that even a perfect marriage can have something to hide.

      With her world falling apart around her, Alex loses control of the perfect life she has built for herself.  Now, the only thing that Alex can be certain of is that things will never be the same.

      Bound by fate, three sisters will have to redefine the meaning of family and discover the raw power of forgiveness and love.
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      Fat, ambitious blades of grass tangled and clawed from the dirt, dusted with the rarest of phenomenon in lower Mississippi: snow.

      Hell had, in fact, frozen over.

      That’s what Alexandra March’s mama would have said had she not been six feet under the earth beneath their feet.

      Beside her, Alex’s sister Charlotte mined her purse for a tissue and settled on one of those congealed bundles that only mothers ignore. She still unraveled every time they visited Mama’s grave like it was the first time all over again. Charlotte had been the one who had walked through the front door of their childhood home one week before Christmas—as she had nearly every day for the past thirty-five years—saw Mama’s red boots on the linoleum at all the wrong angles and dropped two dozen eggs at once.

      Heart attack, they said. Alex knew better. Had there been such a thing as functional-grief syndrome, Stella Irene March would have died from it. Maybe it would have taken them all.

      “The flowers are beautiful,” Alex lied in an attempt to cheer her younger sister.

      Artificial purple daisies graced the tombstone, the garish color sticking out like a sore thumb in the white landscape. A clearance-rack bridesmaid’s dress against a landscape of virgin lace. They’d been slipped into the tubular stone appendage Charlotte insisted they add to their parents’ tombstone as a flower receptacle. It looks like an erection, Alex had whispered in her sister’s ear at the funeral home over their ala carte grief menu, to which Charlotte had promptly pressed a well-aimed heel into the leather toe of Alex’s Guiseppe Beneventi boot.

      “They’re hideous. Those were all they had at the F—F—oooood Saver.” Charlotte’s grief trapped the word in her mouth. “Said delivery drivers got wind of the snow and turned right back toward Alabama.”

      Alex put a stiff arm around her sister, because it seemed like the right thing to do. At the gesture, Charlotte disintegrated into grand, hiccupping gasps, wet bubbles of words that required subtitles occasionally rising to the surface. Alex pulled her close, resting her cheek against her sister’s chilled, blonde strands. The raw emotion spilled from her sister with such ease that it made Alex uncomfortable. Charlotte was dressed in thin layers, reluctant to accept the cold bite of snow. She had always been like that, thinking that believing in something made it so. Instead, she was just ill-prepared for what the world outside Devon brought her, which was probably why she had never left. At least she was always warm inside, like summer. Unlike Alex, who was nothing but winter.

      As she held her sister, Alex realized she hadn’t touched anyone since the guy from Cambridge, Gary—or was it Grady? He’d had a mass of curly brown hair, a doctorate degree and a pretentious taste in music. She thought his penchant for social causes might reach past her numbness, catch her unaware and shine a light in her dormant corners. Unfortunately, Gary just reminded her of a wheel of Brie, in more ways than one. But hugging the only family she had left in the world…this felt real. Less screaming into a blinding whiteout. More the promise of a thaw.

      And the reason Alex needed to fly back to Boston.

      Alex broke the embrace, unable to bear her proximity to her little sister’s sorrow for a moment longer. Charlotte stiffened from the sudden absence. Alex swore she saw a trace of surprise in her face before she returned to herself as silence settled around them.

      “We should go,” said Alex. “The lawyer is expecting us in fifteen minutes. Will Nash be meeting us there?” Charlotte rarely went anywhere without him. They had been together for so long, sometimes Alex struggled to see them as two different people. The decades had churned their interests and personalities into a nearly perfect blend.

      “Heavens, no. Having Nash and the twins in that cramped office would just be asking for trouble.” Charlotte blew her nose, dabbed at her lashes, and returned the tissue to her purse. “And Clement Grant, Esquire, would be late to his own birthday buffet. Doesn’t take but five minutes, anyway. This ain’t Boston.”

      Upon his arrival a decade ago, Grant had convinced the town of his importance by whispering Esquire after his name like some kind of gassy punctuation. Devon, Mississippi, population four thousand, muddy truck and cheese grits capital of the world, most certainly wasn’t Boston.

      “I still don’t see why he insisted on a personal meeting. Hasn’t he heard of couriers and video calls?”

      Charlotte rolled her eyes before turning her attention back to the double tombstone. Her fingers traced the words death leaves a heartache no one can heal, but love leaves a memory no one can steal, brushing away snowflakes before straightening the artifacts of the living strewn in front of it. There were rocks painted with ladybugs from Charlotte’s twin girls; a diecast black and cream F-150 from her son; various coins—each denomination holding a different meaning based on their father’s inscription of military service; and an unopened bottle of beer from Nash, Charlotte’s husband. As if Daddy had some kind of eternal bottle opener in heaven. This altar of the dead had become Charlotte’s domain—the only one out of the pair that was still fully living. Alex felt undead more often than not, half here and half away.

      All Alex wanted to do was take a trash bag to the clutter and get out of the cold.

      She didn’t belong here in Devon, any more than Charlotte belonged in Alex’s high-finance world of data analysis and logistics. Alex rescued the bottom lines of million-dollar corporations. Charlotte rescued spoiled, southern bridezillas from polyester. The sisters would forever be fairgrounds apart with one shared ticket from almost thirty years ago: a blanket fort on the balcony of their childhood bedroom where they had waited, together, for Daddy to come back and the world to right itself. Two weeks and an iron-clad pinky-swear to always return that had proven itself magic.

      As they walked back to Charlotte’s minivan, Alex’s attention snagged on a distant figure: young, willowy, olive skin, a wide-brimmed hat caught somewhere between a floppy and a fedora; clothes layered and earthy and cinched in the right places. Had she been dressed in white, Alex might have thought her a spirit, a dalliance of the mind, a figment of the snow. But for the breeze that rearranged her long, dark hair, the stranger was a statue, looking at them.

      Cold cantered up Alex’s spine. “Who’s that?”

      Charlotte squinted toward the crest of the cemetery hill. “No idea.”

      For all the frigid moments in Alex’s life that she wanted to leave, always to leave, the stranger compelled her to stay. She couldn’t say why—the visual warmth she brought from the nothingness, her compelling stare, her absolute proximity to perfection. The woman was there one moment and then she was gone.
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      “Clement Grant, Esquire.”

      Alex shook the lawyer’s offered hand and suppressed an eye roll.

      He had arrived in town the same week that, at aged eight, Alex had her bike stolen and came to him for advice. She once saw him as handsome, educated, someone who had choices in the world and exercised them in Devon. Only God knew why. But nearly three decades in a town caught between the north’s prickly-soft cotton fields and the south’s sticky bayous had taken its toll on the lawyer. Stray threads unraveled from his blazer cuffs. Sunspots chased away his hairline, and his size was no doubt related to the publicity photo on his wall marking an investment in Big Auntie’s Chicken and Waffles and Soul Eatery.

      This wasn’t how Alex had remembered him. Clement Grant had once been the man with slicked back hair in a gray suit sitting on the bench outside the sheriff’s office. After a night of stolen moonshine,      train hopping, and an irate farmer with several destroyed bales of cotton, all the boys involved had been bailed out but one. She was there the morning they walked Jonah out of the small county jail and into the stagnate dawn humidity, the kind that threatened to suffocate a person, Grant told him that this was a second chance. That everybody got at least one in a lifetime—a chance to figure out who they wanted to be.

      About that, Alex was sure Clement Grant had been wrong. Those moments in Alex’s life had never brought clarity. Her time with Jonah left her with a mixed bag of emotional turmoil tossed together with guilt and grief. But one thing was crystal clear in her head as she sat across from Grant—Jonah Dufort wasn’t a highway she wanted to travel, today or any day.

      Not wanting to linger on the past any longer, Alex turned her mind to the future—a place of sterile solace. Her hand dove into the purse at her side and retrieved her phone. She still needed to check-in to her flight. The airlines app opened, and the words upon the screen gave her pause.

      Maybe it was the heat of his office, the scent of old law books lining the shelves, or the eerie, lifeless perfection that was Grant’s polished mahogany desk—no fingerprints, no water rings, no personality—but in that moment, Alex’s lungs struggled to find the space to expand.

      “Alex?” Charlotte looked at her, expectant. An entire conversation had passed since they sat in Grant’s office, the gentle lilt of Charlotte’s voice rounding the dormant edges of Grant’s Cajun upbringing. A word coma of platitudes and excuses for running late.

      “Can we…” Alex hesitated. Southern manners and Yankee efficiency rarely coexisted. When forced to choose, she pulled a hard, northern stance. “I’m sorry. It’s just the last flight out of Jackson...”

      “Likely canceled,” said Grant. “Looks like you’re stuck here. Least ways, tonight.”

      Perfect. The largest distributor of the nation’s blood supply was counting on her to save an eleventh-hour logistics solution—in person—effectively guaranteeing her promotion to vice-president of network solutions in her firm, and she was trapped in the gossip capital of the Deep South. The town’s sweet magnolia fragrance was deceptive, like flypaper. Everything tended to get stuck—gossip, reputations, ambitions. She considered herself fortunate to have escaped.

      “I asked you down here under some…out-de-way circumstances.”

      Stella Irene and Elias March were the least out-de-way people in Devon, so Alex hoped this was just standard Grant’s courtroom theatrics. He proceeded to outline their life insurance policies, death benefits from their father’s army service, papers to indicate they had borrowed against the house on two distinct occasions: the month they’d opened the bridal shop and the semester Alex had entered Brown University—neither of which resulted in a full financial recovery—despite Alex offering to make them whole on several occasions. Nothing unexpected.

      “When do we get to the out-of-de-way part?” asked Alex, her slight echo of Grant’s accent mildly intentional.

      Charlotte shot her a look.

      Grant raised an index finger as if to say wait, it’s-a-comin’. It was probably an unsatisfied debt, a rogue investment from younger days, a winning lottery ticket, or a substantial donation to Wish Upon a Wedding, Mama’s charity of choice. Alex did not anticipate Clement Grant, Esquire, to stand up, walk out into his waiting room, and usher in a stranger.

      Not just any stranger.

      The stranger. From the cemetery hill. The stranger was just as captivating up close. More, because, even more than Alex, she didn’t belong here, in this room, at this sensitive time. Who was she? Another lawyer? She wasn’t dressed like one, though.

      “Alex, Charlotte, this is Freesia Day.”

      Her name fit: wiry stem, an abundance of colors in strong alignment. Confident in the way she accepted Grant’s gesture of an additional chair, the way she acknowledged them as if she had waited on the inevitability of the union, the way she sat attuned to coming words. Younger and more beautiful than Alex first thought. One perfect snowflake remained on her scarf. Alex watched it melt, mesmerized, while Grant’s words—out de way, out de way, out de way—set on repeat in her brain.

      From his file, he produced two sealed white envelopes, with Charlotte and Alexandra written in black ink on the front.

      Daddy’s handwriting.

      The sight made her chest tighten. It was a stark reminder just how very gone he was. She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen his distinctive script—a style that inked wishes of love on birthday cards, letters, and holiday notes before his death six years ago. Now, those paper keepsakes would all fade to memory without her Mama here to keep them alive.. Alex’s breath stifled.

      “Your father’s instructions were specific. I was to give these to you, in person, only after both he and Stella had passed.”

      For a moment, blood circumnavigated Alex’s chest and lungs and pooled behind her eyes. Her head pounded with what her father—the only one to ever call her Alexandra—could possibly need to say, after all this time. She studied the word, the way his hand always looped the l and d, the slanted way he always came back to cross the x, but the pressure behind her eyes blurred the lines after a few seconds.

      Alex thought she might go the way of Charlotte and lose it. Right there in front of Grant and the flawless stranger who sat beside them. Waves of emotion crashed against the hard shell behind which she’d been burying all of her feelings for most of her life. She couldn’t do this, couldn’t sit here and act as though everything was fine because it wasn’t. As she fought to take a breath, a peculiar weight wrapped around her. It was a familiar comfort, like the pressure of a strong hug. She knew in that instant that her daddy was there. She felt him, standing in the corner, the only space left for standing. He watched in silence, waiting to see how his Alexandra would puzzle through this one.

      Seeing him had started out as a game of pretend when she was a little girl and he was working long hours from morning ‘til dusk, but her imagination still summoned his spirit when she couldn’t make it on her own.

      “I don’t understand why we needed an audience.” Alex’s voice came out more pointed than she intended. “This is a family matter.”

      Grant glanced down at his interlaced fingers, then at the stranger, who remained statuesque. She held her emotions close to her chest, not revealing anything to the room. The two envelopes remained where they had been placed. “Miss Day is listed in a codicil to your mother’s last will and testament, dated August of last year, as one-third owner of the property at 102 Bethel Lane.”

      Silence.

      Charlotte no longer cried, no longer rummaged in her purse for a non-snotty tissue, no longer chanced to draw air into her lungs. Alex, however, had not neglected her best shot at company vice-president to be subjected to lies. “Impossible. We’ve never seen this woman before.”

      Grant tapped two fingers against the envelopes before him and nudged them further across the polished mahogany surface of his desk. Alex ignored them.

      “August? Of last year?” She glanced at Charlotte. “Wasn’t that when Mama had a spell? She was light-headed, and you had to lock up the shop to go get her from in front of the old closed-down drug store? She was sitting on the sidewalk, her heart racing?”

      Charlotte said nothing.

      “Don’t you remember?” asked Alex, more insistent, to her sister, to Grant because of course he would have known about it, too--suppressing gossip in a small town was like trying to ignore hot wind against a church pew. “She had a spell when she just wasn’t herself.”

      “Mrs. Leighton…”

      “Alex.” Her still-legal moniker always reminded her of who she had been, back when she believed she might solve everything and her relationship with Michael hadn’t imploded.

      Grant pressed his lips together. “Alex, I know this is a difficult time for us all.”

      “Us all?” The words snagged on Alex’s ear. “Are you here because your mother just died, too, Clement Grant, Esquire?”

      Grant opened and closed his lips, leaving them to resemble a deflated tire.

      “Alex, please…” Charlotte whispered.

      From the corner, Daddy turned from watching the snow fall outside the window and chuckled. He always did get her sense of humor. She couldn’t make out any laugh lines around his pale gray eyes, even though she knew he’d had them. It was a detail she had lost to time. Stop giving that mouth of hers an audience, Mama would say if she were here. But she wasn’t. She was here only on paper.

      “I’ve known your parents for a long time,” said Grant. “Your father sold me insurance. Your mother sold my ex-wife a wedding dress.”

      Alex looked at his left hand. Nope, no ring. She glanced up at his photos. Endearing displays of the Second Amendment at work, posed with animal carcasses. Not one woman but Big Auntie in front of her waffle house.

      “So much for the shop’s urban legend of everlasting bliss.”

      “Alex,” Charlotte snapped.

      “This isn’t about me, Alex. This is about you and Charlotte coming to an understanding about your mother’s wishes.”

      Beside her, the stranger crossed her legs. Her sweet scent lured Alex back into awareness, and she thought of flypaper. Trapping her here as she struggled to escape.

      Give me a clue, Daddy. Why is she familiar? First known parameter? She knew Mama, somehow. Second known parameter?

      “Exactly what are those wishes, Mr. Grant?” asked Charlotte.

      Freesia was young. Younger than Charlotte. Work backward, Alexandra.

      Alex turned to the intruder. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-eight.”

      Freesia Day’s spoken words were peaceful. Alex seized on the math, calculating an intricate framework for numbers, trusted numbers. This placed her birth around the time the shop opened, after Daddy quit his traveling job to stay in Devon, after those nights beneath a blanket, blinking Morse code from her flashlight over Charlotte’s sleeping head for Daddy to find his way home. After, but only just after.

      Second known parameter? Twenty-eight, Daddy. And she has your eyes.

      Oh, no.

      Alex’s entire body went cold; a naked, exposed kind of cold, even though she was firmly planted in Clement Grant’s stylized version of purgatory. Big Auntie’s photo blurred. At the window, Daddy turned away from her to stare at the snowflakes floating down, his facial features blurring as she sought answers.

      “She wanted you three to become acquainted,” Grant offered weakly, as if to fill the room with something, anything.

      Blood vessels at Alex’s eardrums magnified her pulse. She pressed the heels of her palms to her forehead to counter the pressure building behind her skull.

      “After she was gone.” Perfect.

      “I believe the letters should explain.”

      Explain how a man could leave his wife and two young daughters on an iron balcony in mid-November, and secretly bed another woman before coming back?

      Alex looked at the window. Elias March was gone.

      She stood and stormed over the window to breathe where he had lingered, as if that would help her understand. Alex wanted to fling the windows open and scream, to yank at the bulky book bindings lining the bookshelves, send them tumbling onto Clement Grant, Esquire and the unopened letters and this perfect woman who seemed an absolute glacier in the face of news that threatened to bury Alex. As fast as the temptation took hold and the vision stretched to its satisfying but imperfect conclusion, the pain in Alex’s head subsided. The first rule of solving the unsolvable was to have a plan. All pieces showing. Know what you have.

      Alex turned to the woman. “Where are you from?”

      “Georgia. Saint Simmons Island.”

      “Who is your mother?”

      Freesia looked at Grant. “Do I have to answer?”

      Grant stood, hands spread as if to catch himself and the situation from tumbling headlong into something even messier.

      “Alex, the letter…” It was Charlotte’s turn at trying to dial everything back, even as her hands shook while trying to rip the envelope open.

      “Screw the letter, Charlotte. I want to hear it from her.”

      Freesia gathered up her bag and fit it cross-ways along her long torso as she rose to her feet to head for the door. Even in exit, her movements were scripted, magnificent.

      “Alex! What’s gotten into you?” Charlotte snapped.

      “Tell her, Miss Day. Tell her because she doesn’t get it. Grief clouds her so much she can’t see what’s in front of her.” Alex was shouting now as Freesia, no longer calm and collected, stormed out the room. The office door kicking back against the wall punctuated her words. “Tell her this out de way circumstance. How Daddy drove his truck away and forgot us all.”

      Freesia stopped in the middle of the empty waiting room, surrounded by gurgling fountains and liquid jazz designed to make people feel better about their lives falling apart in the eyes of the law. She turned, and Alex could see her chin trembling.

      “Tell her…” Alex pleaded, her voice quieter now.

      Charlotte looked up from her letter, her face frozen in shock. Soundlessly, she navigated around chairs pushed back in the chaos. Charlotte’s damp, sensible shoes squeaked against the waiting room tile. Alex’s baby sister, always so ill-prepared for what the world outside Devon brought her, pulled Freesia Day into the warmest of summer-like embraces, her letter from Daddy fluttering, forgotten, to the floor.

      “You’re our sister.”
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      In winter, the darkness swallowed the majority of the day. It was early morning, but the sunlight struggled to make it over the treetops. Alex hugged her coat closer as the cold wind slipped between the threads, cursing Charlotte with each step. She had asked Alex to come by the shop before opening time to look over numbers and inventory, and Alex had agreed, not taking into consideration just how much she would miss her warm bed and those extra hours of sleep.

      She wasn’t ready to face the day, wasn’t ready to rummage through her family’s legacy that was all things gowns and baubles and apparently, lies, too. The shop would be forever tainted by her parents’ hypocrisy. After all, who better to own a bridal shop than a man with a secret love child that was now worming her way into their lives, and a woman too weak to leave despite his apparent disrespect?

      She sighed when she spotted the white door tucked beneath the blue porch ceiling. Hesitation tugged at the hem of her coat, reminding her this was her last chance to turn around and banish them all from her life. But Alex shouldered through the ire. She had promised Charlotte beneath their childhood blanket forts that she would never abandon her. Alex wasn’t about to follow in her daddy’s footsteps and become a liar.

      The air inside the two-storied bridal shop was stuffy, with too much heat coming from the old furnace. Alex would have to do something about that if the seller’s sheet required a report of the last three months’ utilities. Mama always liked it warm, saying that hard nipples and white organza shouldn’t happen on the same bride at the same time. The sight of the inventory, hanging like specters in the unlit space pricked tears at the back of Alex’s eyes but they never fully formed. They hadn’t since, well…

      Match Made in Devon sat a stone’s throw from the town square. Historic enough to be placed on the registry; proud enough to refuse the honor. Stella Irene had not taken kindly to the strict parameters the historic committee would have placed on the property. One of those stipulations included (but was not limited to) the shade of paint on the doors and trim and columns. Phlegm, if Alex was honest. Charlotte diplomatically called it buff.

      Half of the second floor’s brick façade boasted a weathered oak, wrap-around balcony used for absolutely nothing but hanging twinkle lights in December. Inside, the balcony theme continued with a hole cut out in the upper floor’s center, better suited for additional seating in a bar than a bridal store, which is what it had been before Mama took over with her harebrained idea. The fact that Mama used the entire second floor as a place to advance ridiculous matrimonial superstition instead of something practical said everything there was to say about the woman, including the wig wreath and the taxidermied jackrabbit mounted to a plaque and engraved with some inside joke about batteries.,

      Everything except why she gave a third of the March legacy to the product of her husband’s infidelity. Alex’s lungs emptied. She took off her coat and sagged against the counter.

      Jesus, Daddy.

      The shopkeeper’s bell sounded at the door. Charlotte entered, hugging a bundle of papers as if anything in Grant’s legal file could atone for leaving them this hot mess.

      “You’re here early,” Alex said. She’d hoped to have some time to herself before the circus began.

      “Do you want me to go home?”

      “No, I suppose not.” There was no use in that. “Let’s get started because I do want to go home.”

      “Boston?” She said it like the city were some far off distant land.

      The room, the heat, grew oppressive. No matter how many years she had lived there, her family had never accepted Boston as her permanent residence. In their eyes, she would always belong to the ‘Sip. “Where else?”

      Charlotte ignored the question. “You were ugly yesterday back at the lawyer’s office,” she said instead. “That’s not how we were raised.”

      “We were raised on lies. You’ll forgive me if I forgot to invite Daddy’s bastard child over for tea on the verandah.”

      This time, the bell had missed the opportunity to announce a second visitor. Freesia stood on the step outside the entry, hands inside her draped pockets, listening, waiting to be invited in, every bit the statue she had been at the cemetery. Charlotte must not have closed the door.

      Dammit.

      Charlotte’s baby pink lips froze in the same muted O as attendees at an outburst at the speak-now part of a wedding ceremony.

      Alex’s first impulse wasn’t to apologize but to tell Freesia that she was letting in the cold and to close the door—preferably in front of her. This morning was a March family affair. Had she forgotten her last name was Day? But ugly was not something she would be accused of thrice in one conversation. The South tolerated a more passive approach to unwelcomed individuals, one that Alex as all too familiar with and ready to slide right back into.

      “Ignore her, please.” Charlotte rubbed her hands along her upper arms and aimed for the door. Antique knob in hand, she stepped aside and nodded for Freesia to enter. “She doesn’t speak for both of us.”

      Their half-sister moved inside, her chin leveled, her eyes caged, thoughtful, deliberate. She made no move to remove her bag, her coat, her guard; she might have been a still-life painting hanging in a high-end gallery on Newbury Street had Alex not heard her breathing, slowly and evenly, above the wind outside.

      Pine boards snapped beneath Alex’s steps, cautious now to match her mouth. She watched the two of them, noticed how Charlotte’s hands wrung themselves out, fidgeting—nervous. Charlotte was up to something. Whatever it was would probably explain Freesia’s arrival at a time set aside to address the bridal shop’s business or lack thereof.

      “Welcome to our…” Charlotte caught herself. Our, as in three-of-ours, not two. “…our shop. Here since ’93. Only bridal store for thirty-seven miles. Best one for hundreds. Some say best ever, seeing as how the upstairs is somewhat regional folklore. Got a mention in Brides Weekly three years ago last July.”

      Alex scoffed. “Jesus, Char, she isn’t here for a tour.”

      “Maybe she came for an apology,” said Charlotte. “She sure as all get-out deserves one.”

      “She can speak for herself.” Freesia’s tone wasn’t acrid. It wasn’t bitter or muted or strained. She simply shot every one of those five verbal arrows straight. If Alex didn’t loathe the idea of her so much, she might have wanted to be friends with her.

      “How do you know our mother?” asked Alex.

      “She found me.”

      “How?”

      “You’d have to ask her.”

      Alex’s jaw set from the tasteless remark, but she wouldn’t give Freesie the pleasure of seeing the rise it stirred inside her. “Did you know?”

      “That I didn’t have a father? Yeah, I figured that out.”

      Daddy would have appreciated her wit, if not her sly commentary on parental responsibility. Her response changed the rules, leveled the playing field. As bad as Alex and Charlotte hurt, they hadn’t grabbed hold of all the pain. The long-lost sister brought the sting too close. Alex wanted to feel things again, but not these things.

      She wanted Freesia to leave. Now.

      “How do we know you are who you say?” asked Alex.

      “I mailed in a DNA sample as a condition of the estate.”

      “Daddy has no living relations left. You’d have to match your DNA to one of us or one of Charlotte’s children to be sure.”

      Freesia glanced at Charlotte, whose eyes found the floor rather quickly as she made her way to the mother-of-the-bride armchair and fell in. A huff blew through her lips that made both cheeks and hair alike flutter.

      “Grant said something about settling the estate properly in accordance with Mama’s wishes. He caught me in a moment of grief. I didn’t ask.”

      Alex’s fingernails tapped out a little tune against the wooden counter that reminded her an awful lot of an execution drumbeat. A chandelier—the room’s only light source—streaked inside her vision as it all settled on her. She shut her eyes.

      This three-way impasse could take a forever of moments, and it still wouldn’t be enough to get the image of Daddy’s hands on another woman out of Alex’s head. It had been hard for Alex to accept that her arrangement with her husband Michael was what many would consider adultery—hell, even in her own perspective—but living separately as they chose to, married in name only, hurt no one else. Daddy’s choice had left a trail of hurt from her childhood home to Freesia’s mother, and back again.

      When in doubt, check the numbers. Alex met Freesia’s stare.

      “How much do you want?”

      Freesia’s look leveled Alex as if she had suggested they go halfsies on a counterfeit-slash-bootlegging operation. “A bribe?”

      “Your third of the business.”

      “I don’t want money.”

      “What do you want? A family? Because you won’t find that here. We’ve had a lifetime together, Charlotte and me. You’ve been nothing but a few awkward hours.”

      “He loved my mother.”

      “Is that what you told yourself most nights? Because most nights, our daddy was here.”

      “Except for the nights he wasn’t.” The exchange was smooth, almost practiced, which was insane because no one had seen the betrayal coming.

      “You don’t belong,” said Alex.

      “Stop.” Charlotte stood. Her purse spilled onto the hardwood floor. She made no move to catch the rolling lipstick and spilled breath mints. “Both of you. Stop.”

      Alex and Freesia went silent.

      “Now I may not be good with legal mumbo jumbo or be good with numbers, but I have diffused a fight or two in my day between the stubborns at my house. It ain’t all takin’. There’s got to be a peace offering, words or otherwise.”

      It took ages for anyone to move. Freesia was first. She reached into her bag, pulled out a small, yellowed photograph, and laid it on the wood countertop some distance away from Alex, who didn’t move a muscle to get closer. She didn’t want to see anything from the sixteen days their father abandoned them—not St. Simmons Island, not Freesia’s mother, not even his expression. Especially not his expression. If he looked happy, Alex might never dig out from under that snowbank.

      Charlotte, however, pounced on it. Where was it taken? Was it cold on the Georgia coast in November? How old was your mother? Charlotte asked too many questions in her innocent, mindless way that Alex never wanted to know the answers to—about the pier and the lighthouse in the background, how they wore sleeves because the gyres draw a chill off the Atlantic most nights, how Camilla Day had been a waitress the same age as their mother and served a tearful patron a cup of coffee to warm him. Freesia gave and gave, long past a peace offering, long past Alex’s stomach turning on itself, long past anything Alex would ever give in return.

      When the room again fell into a silence that made Alex squirm, Charlotte prompted. “Alex?”

      Alex had nothing but a truth that was safe, removed. “When I saw you at the cemetery, I wanted to know you.”

      “And now?” Freesia asked.

      Alex’s mind drifted at the query, wondering if it was still possible, knowing this woman with her daddy’s eyes. She decided it wasn’t. Knowing her meant not having truly known her daddy.

      So now? Not really.

      “I have to go.” Alex shrugged into her coat, reminded herself her bags were packed in the rental already. She’d had no intention of ever staying, and everything that had just happened only confirmed that getting the hell out of dodge was still the right call.

      “But the snow…” Charlotte protested.

      “Isn’t such a rarity in Boston. I’ll drive out of it, to New Orleans. Catch a plane there.”

      “You can’t leave now!” Charlotte looked panicked. “What about the brides who are counting on us for their weddings? We haven’t even discussed the shop.”

      “What’s to discuss?” Alex said as that ever familiar numbness took hold of her. “We sell, split whatever is left three ways after debts are paid, and get on with our lives.”

      “Just because this shop doesn’t fit into your life doesn’t mean it doesn’t fit into ours.”

      Alex’s brow lifted. “Ours?”

      “Yes, ours—Freesia’s and mine.”

      Charlotte’s clarification cut deeper than Alex could have though possible. “Buy out my third.”

      “With what? Nash barely makes enough for us to scrape out a living.”

      “What about the sale of the house? You’ll have that money.”

      “Now you’re talking about selling the house?”

      “That’s what people do, Charlotte. Parents die and children move on.”

      “Listen to yourself.” Charlotte picked that moment to kneel to corral her belongings, pitching items back in her bag like she was one softball away from moral victory. “What happened to you? You used to love this place, the people in it. Now you’re in some fancy high-rise fifteen hundred miles from home, not one mention of Michael since you’ve been home, barely a word for your nieces and nephew. Have you been gone so long that you can’t remember anything about the person you were when you left?”

      The pulse in Alex’s neck thrummed. Charlotte’s stare was wide, glassy. Freesia made a move to help Charlotte, but Charlotte waved her off. Freesia’s gaze sought Alex, drilled her, distilled her down in her mind to the little girl who had caused Daddy to leave, whose reckless flaws sent him into the ocean.

      “You know what? Keep my third of the shop. It’s only fair to balance out the Ivy League tuition and looking after Mama the way you did.”

      Alex thought the gesture would clear the accusation from Freesia’s eyes, but her stare remained.

      Bag contents back in order, Charlotte did a slow rise to her feet. “I may want to sell.”

      This time, Charlotte’s twang ambled out on a whisper. Typical. Sweet Potato Pie Queen, back-to-back years. Also, the Queen of Indecisiveness, thirty-four years running.

      “Remember when we were kids and we’d flip a coin when we couldn’t decide something? Mama said it was the
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