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      The kitchen looked like the scene of a crime. It wasn’t even my kitchen, but it made me sick just the same. A red puddle covered the floor at the point of impact, a sunburst of my famous marinara sauce. The casserole dish had broken into three big pieces, but I knew I’d be picking up ceramic splinters for the next week. Slices of eggplant and floppy lasagna noodles were strewn in front of the stove, but not nearly enough to have filled the dish.

      My bottle of shiraz lay on its side, teetering on the edge of the counter by the stove. Thankfully, I had put the cork back in it before I went upstairs to take a bath. The bath had been my treat for surviving my first full day here in the land of giant mosquitoes and prehistoric reptiles. This week was supposed to be relaxing, but it was off to a terrible start.

      For a moment I thought the disaster was my fault. In my rush to relax in the bath, had I left the stove eye on, absentmindedly placed the dish on top of it and caused it to explode? I’d been unfocused lately, most days feeling like I was in someone else’s skin, someone else’s life. Since stalking out of the research facility last Friday, I’d envisioned a lot of things exploding: the toilets in the employee lounge, the line of test tubes in my lab, even my colleague Ray, who constantly leered at me over the rims of his wayfarer glasses.

      I’d sometimes fantasized about having a lab accident that would give me a supernatural ability that was both useful and a little dangerous. Some days I wished I was like that girl in the Stephen King book who could start fires just by squinting her eyes and concentrating. If I had that power though, I wouldn’t waste it on baked pasta. No, I would use it on the pants of people like Ray. And my boss Jeffrey, who so easily told me my job was about to be eliminated, and my ex, Benjamin, who’d dumped me right before Christmas and still continued to call and text me, whining about his bad decision and its unhappy repercussions, all of which I could have predicted.

      Too bad I hadn’t been able to predict how he would mistreat me.

      I thought I’d gotten over him, but when Jeffrey called me into his office last Friday and told me the lab’s funding was being cut, the familiar teeth of betrayal began gnawing at me once again. The blood had risen in my cheeks as Jeffrey explained that they were cutting several positions, making them intermittent contract work instead. They might be able to bring me back in a consulting role, but it would be only part-time. No benefits. I’d spent the last hour of my workday staring into a centrifuge, watching samples spin and separate, and my rage had bloomed into a kind of recognition: I hated my job. There was a time when I’d liked it, but it wasn’t a challenge anymore. I’d lost sight of what I wanted, stuck in the spin of the lab. But it had given me stability and predictability: two things I needed most.

      I surveyed the kitchen, examining the scene. The stove’s dials were off. A noodle squished under my toes. Then a single red paw print caught my eye.

      “Bella!” I yelled, stomping into the living room.

      It felt weird walking around and yelling in a house that wasn’t mine, but Enza had told me to make myself at home. Enza, my best friend, had called me on Friday night. I hadn’t planned to tell her about my job, because Enza’s a fixer. She’s a sweetheart, for sure, but her first inclination is always to offer support, quickly followed by plans to rebuild. She flips houses for a living, so she’s used to fixing broken things and making them like new again.

      I just wasn’t in the mood to have her trying to fix me.

      For the first time since college, I was uncertain about my future. Uncertain about what I wanted from it. When Enza called, I avoided the topic of work as long as possible.

      “Are you seeing anybody new?” she asked. I could imagine her twirling that dark curly hair of hers around her fingers as she spoke.

      “Not really,” I said.

      “Kate,” she groaned. “You have to get out of that lab more often. You’re too much fun to be a workaholic.”

      I tugged at the ends of my hair, thinking it was time for a cut. After a whole winter inside, it was a dark shade of blond—the shade that indicates no sunlight for a year. I didn’t even get any tan lines last summer.

      “I know,” I said.

      “Sometimes I picture you as a mad scientist, like a Jekyll and Hyde situation.”

      “I’m definitely feeling more like Hyde today.”

      “Seriously,” she said. “You never take a vacation. They must owe you three months by now.”

      It was more like four. Which was how I ended up getting this week away. Jeffrey had hesitated at first, but if he hadn’t conceded to my request, I’d been prepared to pack my lab up into a couple of banker’s boxes and hustle out like the building was on fire, leaving my current project incomplete. Jeffrey didn’t appreciate unfinished experiments. That had been my one bargaining chip.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “I think things are about to change.”

      “Sure,” Enza said. I could tell from her tone how high her eyebrow was arched.

      “No, really. I’m on vacation starting today.”

      Enza shrieked, and I held the phone away from my ear. “Tell me more,” she said. “Where are you going? What’s the plan?”

      “No solid plans,” I said.

      Enza was chattering so fast I could hardly keep up. “I’m so happy,” she said. “No one deserves a nice vacation more than you. After all the overtime, all the holidays, all the breakthroughs—you’re the smartest person they’ve got and it’s about time they did something nice for you.”

      I finished my glass of wine in one long swallow. “Nice doesn’t accurately describe it,” I said, and then I couldn’t lie to her anymore. I told her about how Jeffrey had told me the grant money was being reallocated this year and then used that ridiculous word. We’re downsizing, he’d said, as if they were moving the three-story lab to a smaller building, or clearing out all the old equipment that was no longer useful. As he talked about coming back in a part-time capacity, his pig-like eyes had darted past me as if he couldn’t wait to get me out of the room.

      Enza was quiet for a long moment. I poured another glass of wine, feeling just barely tipsy from the first.

      “Hello?” I said. “Are you still there?”

      “I have an idea,” she said. “Jack and I are leaving town on Monday for a little getaway ourselves. Why don’t you come here and house-sit? Forget about all of that work nonsense for a while and swim in the lake.”

      “Your lake is full of dinosaurs with big, pointy teeth. I saw how that movie ended.”

      “Come on, Kate. Get out of the city for a while. You need some peace and quiet. And some nature, for god’s sake.” What she was really saying: You never leave Raleigh. You never take time for yourself. And put your big girl panties on.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      “It’s hotter than hell down there,” I said. And it was. Enza lived in Bayou Sabine, a little town close to New Orleans. She’d insisted I visit her last Christmas after my breakup with Benjamin. I would have just walked around in my underwear if her boyfriend and her entire family hadn’t been there. She had a big Victorian house that she’d inherited from her grandmother, more square footage than I could ever afford in Raleigh. It was like a dollhouse: big rooms with high ceilings and carved molding, a dozen acres, and a little lagoon that looked like something out of a movie shot with a fuzzy lens.

      “It’s cool in April,” Enza said. “This is the best time to come. You’d be doing me a favor. You can watch the dog for us.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I bet there’s a sheriff who’d be happy to see you,” she said. “See? Everybody wins.”

      I groaned, thinking of the perfect storm last December that had shoved me into the orbit of the town sheriff, Andre. He was about as far from my type as I could get, but not as easy to resist as I’d predicted. He was kind and warm, two things I’d learned that Benjamin was not. Andre made me laugh, and he beat me at Scrabble, two things that made him exceptionally rare. But he lived in a tiny town in Louisiana that had zero use for someone like me, a person who peered into microscopes and petri dishes all day. This was the worst thing about dating at my age: I was stable, comfortable in my career and content with my status as a homeowner, and a cozy distance from my family. The problem with being thirty-four was that most men I encountered were also in that position, which made it difficult for either party to give up their work or home life for the sake of romantic risk. It was easy enough dating someone in my hometown, but to find a man in a different location that would upset the balance of everything? That seemed impossible.

      Andre had been a welcome distraction from my breakup. We’d left things on friendly terms, never giving a definition to whatever we had. It was fun, and I liked him. But I didn’t see how either of us could leave our careers to be together. After enough weeks had passed, I’d convinced myself that our parting was for the best. After Benjamin, it was clear that my judgment had been compromised. The last thing I needed now was another man complicating my life.

      Besides, Andre was Jack’s best friend. That made things much more complex. If Andre ended up hurt, then Jack would hate me, and that would put Enza in a difficult position.

      No, it was best to stay away from the sheriff.

      “I don’t need a matchmaker, Enza.”

      “Have you heard from him?”

      “Stop,” I said. “No sheriff.”

      “Fine. Sit by the lake. Work on your tan. Read that stack of dirty novels you’ve been saving.”

      I took another sip of wine, trying not to think of Andre. But there he was with his hopelessly tousled hair, his wiry forearms, and his eyes that darkened when he laughed.

      Dammit.

      “I’m looking up flights right now,” Enza said. “Direct from Raleigh-Durham, less than three hundred bucks. How’s eight next Monday morning?”

      “Ugh. That’s too early.”

      “Otherwise you have to wait until four, and when you wait that long, the airline has time to run late, have catastrophes, and get delayed. Just get yourself some strong coffee and a doughnut. Maybe a cab so you don’t get road rage.”

      I started to protest again, but thoughts of the blue-green lagoon seeped into my head, and I felt the lush grass beneath my toes, the tingle of sunlight on my skin, and then I was reading Enza the numbers on my credit card.

      And now here I was, staring down a speckled swamp dog in my best friend’s living room. Her coat was
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