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      I hate weddings.

      “Poor Edith,” my great-aunt Ruth said every time. “Always the bridesmaid, never the bride.”

      Today, she was sitting at the next table with Grandpa Kennedy, who didn’t seem to know where he was. A matronly nurse buttered his bread roll as two of our former nannies chatted about life in general and how lovely—and surprising—it was to finally see Eisen get married. My brother hadn’t shown any signs of settling down until Janie came along.

      Great Aunt Ruth was right in one respect. I was always the bridesmaid. I figured that honour came thanks to my ability to organise awesome hen dos, and I always volunteered for the job because if I arranged the event somewhere quiet and classy, we avoided the inevitable bar crawl, the loss of shoes, and puking into a bush at the end of the night. We also avoided men. Ruth was wrong in one respect too—I had no regrets about avoiding bridehood. I fully intended to remain a spinster for the rest of my life.

      I surreptitiously checked my phone again. Nothing from Jazzi. At least, that was the name she’d given me—I didn’t know whether it was her real one or not.

      “She still hasn’t called?” Salma whispered.

      “Nope.”

      Salma was my assistant, and she’d brought her girlfriend to the wedding. She and Robyn had been dating for almost six months now, and I was keeping everything crossed that this relationship wouldn’t end in disaster the way the last two did. Eisen’s assistant, Bex, was sitting with us too, along with her husband and little boy—slightly awkward because the little boy was also my first cousin once removed, and his father, aka my cousin Robert, was glowering at us from a table in the back corner. Eis hadn’t wanted to invite Robert at all. In fact, he’d wanted to elope, but Mama said that if he tried to elope, she’d never forgive him, so they compromised on a small wedding in late August.

      Small. Ha. Janie had gone quite pale when she saw the guest list, but with a little diplomacy-slash-pressure from Eis, Mama had whittled it down to only three hundred and twenty guests, along with half an orchestra, a six-tier cake that was a work of art in its own right, a carriage pulled by actual horses, a jungle of florals, and thousands of fairy lights twinkling from the ceiling of the marquee in Eisen’s backyard like an overachieving waterfall.

      My brother kept glancing at his watch, checking whether it was time to leave for the honeymoon yet. His two stepsons would stay with Janie’s parents for two weeks while she and Eis went to the Maldives, and then the four of them would be heading to Wonder World Italy for a family holiday.

      They needed the break, but I couldn’t deny I was unsettled by the thought of my brother being away for nearly a month. He was my rock, the person I called whenever I felt an anxiety attack coming on.

      I could do this. I could.

      Salma had promised to stay with me whenever I needed her, even overnight. Maybe Robyn would come too? My townhouse had eight bedrooms, so there was plenty of space. Eis and I used to share the place, but a series of disastrous events had led to him turning our country house into his home. Now his and Janie’s home. I still had a room here, as he had a room in the London house, but our lives were no longer intertwined the way they used to be.

      He had his family.

      I had my work.

      Vocare.

      In Latin, it meant “to call,” vo-car-ay, and I wished I’d had someone to talk with when I was raped thirteen years ago. But when I’d tried calling the crisis line, a man had answered, and I freaked out. That had been my first anxiety attack. There had been many more since.

      At first, I’d run Vocare using family money—just me, two employees, and a handful of volunteers sitting in a converted reception room at my townhouse, waiting for the phone to ring. Now we had a separate base, seventeen employees, and over three hundred volunteers. Software let most of our team work from home, and funding from corporate partners and other family trusts allowed us to rent a small office in a nearby building, so my house was empty once again. Recently, we’d branched out with an online store selling safety products—personal attack alarms, scrunchies that expanded to cover a glass, straws that changed colour if a drink contained drugs, that kind of thing. Where possible, we tried to source items from small, woman-owned businesses because they deserved our support.

      All of which was to say that, other than Eisen and my papa, men didn’t play a big part in my life.

      So why did I catch myself glancing across at Heath Carlisle?

      I’d only met him once before, last year at Eisen and Janie’s Halloween party, and he’d stood out because in our brief conversation, he’d treated me as though I was an actual human being, not a potential bed buddy, an ATM, or a silly little girl who didn’t know her own mind.

      Tonight, he was with a perky brunette. I thought that she laughed too much, but perhaps that was because I judged her against myself and I barely laughed at all. Men were always telling me to smile more.

      And Uncle Dennis was no exception. He wasn’t really my uncle. He was a friend of my father’s who’d manifested himself into the role when I was about two years old.

      Now he leaned across from Grandpa Robinson’s table. “Cheer up, love, and just ignore Ruthie—it’ll be your turn soon enough.”

      “Oh, I don’t believe it will.”

      “A pretty blonde like you? I bet the men are lining up outside your door.”

      I forced a smile. “That’s why I have security cameras.”

      “Are you coming to Angus’s art thing next week?”

      Not if I could help it. By “art thing,” Dennis meant my third-cousin Angus’s first solo exhibition at the Luddington Gallery, which was quite an achievement, but unfortunately, a certain subset of men seemed to use those shows as speed-dating events. I didn’t need to spend an hour making small talk with a bunch of disingenuous douchebags who’d googled my net worth and marital status before they came to speak with me.

      “I’ll have to check my schedule.”

      “Your scheduling queen is sitting right beside you. Ah, the lovely Salma—surely, a smart girl like you can manage to shuffle things about a bit?”

      Salma was strong. She didn’t bend under pressure. “I’m just not sure that’ll be possible, Dennis.”

      “Come on, we need to support the family.”

      How much had Dennis drunk this evening? The waitstaff kept on topping up the glasses, so it was difficult to judge. He sometimes got pushy when he was intoxicated. Eis and Janie had done their best with the table plan and made sure I wasn’t seated near any sleazes, or worse, the delightful Robert, but I still couldn’t wait for the night to be over.

      And I couldn’t stop worrying about Jazzi.

      I’d stepped in to cover a shift after Alice had to go home sick—something that sent Mama into a tailspin because hair! Make-up!—and Jazzi’s was the last call I’d taken. I’d probably have been late for the ceremony if she hadn’t ended our conversation in a hurry. Just squeaked, “I gotta go,” and went, but before she hung up, I swore I’d heard her cry out.

      Calling her back wasn’t an option. We had a rule about that. Service users were firmly in control, and if we made contact with an abuser present, our “help” could have dire consequences. And I didn’t know where she was, so a welfare check was out of the question.

      The staff would message me if she called in again. Usually, I compartmentalised pretty well, but Jazzi’s case had really gotten to me. No, no, no, it had got to me. One of our nannies used to be an English teacher, and if she knew I’d taken to Americanising… Anyhow, Jazzi had sounded so young, and so scared. This was her third call to Vocare, and contact notes from the previous two instances mentioned bruises. The worst part? She’d confessed that she thought she might be pregnant.

      “I’ll certainly buy one of Angus’s paintings,” I told Uncle Dennis.

      They weren’t to my taste—dark and macabre, while I preferred bright and abstract—but I could donate it to an auction or hang it in a closet somewhere.

      “You should get out more, love. Nobody likes to see you rattling around in that big old house of yours.”

      His wife leaned forward. “I heard that extroverts live longer than introverts. One of those scientific studies.”

      Give me strength. Introverts probably crawled into a hole to die because extroverts wouldn’t stop talking to them. I’d once thrown a glass of wine over myself just to have an excuse to hide in the bathroom.

      It wasn’t that I didn’t have a social life. My work with Vocare was satisfying, and I loved my team. Plus I hosted a book club on the second Thursday of every month, and whenever I could manage it, I attended Robyn’s weekly crafting group on Tuesdays. Sometimes, crocheting scarves stopped me from tearing out my hair. Then there was the community centre the Renner Foundation funded—I often helped out with events there.

      I just didn’t have the social life other people thought I should have.

      And, as a consequence, I had no peace.

      But maybe…maybe today I’d have a brief moment of respite.

      Because Heath Carlisle entered the conversation.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but I hear you’re the man to talk to about horses.”

      In the blink of an eye, my social life—or rather, the lack of it—was forgotten.

      “Racehorses?” Dennis beamed at him. “Yes. Yes, I am. Got half a dozen of the blighters. Lady Jade won at Kempton last week, but for the most part, they’re busy draining my bank account.”

      “Not a great investment, then?”

      “Well, son, that depends on what you’re investing for.”

      “Some of the folks at work are planning to buy shares in a racehorse, and they asked if I’d be interested.”

      “I don’t suppose you’d see much of a financial return, but if you enjoy the social side, it could be worthwhile. Racecourse hospitality, behind-the-scenes yard visits, camaraderie with your fellow owners…”

      “I’ve been to the races a few times.”

      “Well, in terms of shared ownership, you’ve got racing clubs and you’ve got syndicates. Pull up a chair, and we can run through the pros and cons of each.”

      Did Heath realise what he’d done? Once Uncle Dennis started talking about his racehorses, you had more chance of holding back the tide than you did of getting him to stop. Heath hadn’t even struck me as a “corporate hospitality” type of guy. Granted, we’d only had one brief conversation, but⁠—

      Wait, why did he just wink at me?

      As he turned to fetch his chair like an obedient little disciple, he’d flashed me a smile and then he’d winked.

      Did he know what he’d done? He’d stepped into the conversation when I was struggling, and he’d taken the crushing weight away. Just as he had at Eisen’s Halloween party last year. Then, I’d been talking to Marc di Gregorio, a Hollywood star and notorious womaniser who’d inexplicably decided to make an appearance, and his flirting was making me uncomfortable. I’d already escaped him once, but he’d come back for more. Heath had handed me a glass and said, “Here’s the orange juice you wanted,” and with another man around, di Gregorio had quickly lost interest. Like magic. Heath had been polite, simply introducing himself as a not-quite member of my extended family because even though Eisen hadn’t proposed and Janie was still married to a slug at that point, it was obvious from the way they looked at each other where they’d end up. In front of a registrar, pledging their undying love to each other.

      And I truly was happy for them.

      I just couldn’t see that kind of fairy-tale ending for myself.

      I snuck another glance at Heath. No, I really couldn’t.
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      The mini-orchestra began playing the Macarena, which had to be someone’s idea of a joke. A handful of women got up to dance between the tables, led by Heath’s outgoing brunette, and several others tutted. With age came wisdom? Or were they just not drunk enough to dance yet? According to the schedule, we had ten minutes until the speeches began. Quietly, I slipped out of the marquee, headed for the garden temple where Eis and Janie had said their “I dos,” and checked my phone. Still nothing regarding Jazzi. I dialled the office.

      “It’s me. How’s everything going?”

      April answered the phone. She’d been with us for seven months now. “Everything’s good. Quieter than usual, actually. Jazzi hasn’t called back.”

      “Dammit.”

      “You’re really worried about her?”

      “I really am.”

      Over the years, I’d honed my intuition and learned to read between the lines, a skill that allowed me to help our service users find a safer path. Jazzi was stuck at a dark junction, and her husband was blocking the way.

      “I’ll call you immediately if she gets in touch.”

      “Doesn’t matter how late it is.”

      “Got it.”

      I leaned against a stone column and sighed. Then jumped out of my skin as a voice came from behind me.

      “You okay?”

      “Sheesh, you nearly gave me a heart attack.”

      “Sorry.” Heath held out a wine glass, but it didn’t contain wine. “Orange juice?”

      I shook my head. “I’m fine.”

      “You sure about that?”

      A sigh escaped my lips. “I haven’t been fine for a very long time, but I’m feeling no worse than I usually do.” The stress of attending the wedding had been tempered by my lucky escape from Uncle Dennis, but the Jazzi issue was still plaguing my thoughts. “Okay, maybe a tiny bit worse. So, you’re buying a racehorse?”

      Heath snorted a laugh. “Nope. But you kept checking your phone like you were waiting for a get-out call, so I figured I’d step in.”

      “Usually, my assistant makes the get-out calls, but she was sitting next to me.”

      “Tricky.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Dennis can talk for England.” Heath drank the orange juice and placed the glass on the stone balustrade that edged most of the temple. “You’re planning to hide out here for the rest of the party?”

      Yes, if I thought for one minute that I could get away with it.

      “So what if I am?”

      “Your mum’s asking where you are.”

      “Dammit.”

      “You want me to go and talk to her about racehorses?”

      A giggle bubbled out of me. A slightly hysterical giggle, if I was honest, and it was the first time I could recall laughing around a man who wasn’t a close family member in years.

      “My mother hasn’t been a fan of equines since my childhood pony shat on her favourite handbag when I was eight.”

      “I…” Heath screwed up his face. “It’s true I know next to nothing about ponies, but I can’t even work out how that could happen.”

      “She put it on the mounting block while she wiped dirt off my face with a handkerchief, and I was so busy protesting, I didn’t notice Bimbo had reversed into position and…splat.”

      “Wait, your pony was called Bimbo?”

      “His full name was Billington Master Boris. Billington Place was the stud where he was bred. He was a Welsh Section B, chestnut with four white socks. Four. One, buy him. Two, try him. Three, suspect him. Four, reject him. That’s how the old rhyme goes, but someone still thought he’d be suitable for a seven-year-old child, and I fell off him more times than I could count. He was quite the lunatic, but— But you don’t need to hear about my childhood.” Why was I rambling? I needed to remember my own golden rule: say as little as possible, smile, and move on. But I was curious. “Who told you about Dennis’s racehorses?”

      “He did.”

      “You’ve met him before?”

      “No, but when I saw you getting uncomfortable, I looked up the table plan on the portal”—yes, the Kennedy-Renner/Taylor wedding had its own website—“and then googled each name. There’s only one Dennis Markham-Purkiss.”

      “Technically, there are three of them.”

      “Huh?”

      “He’s actually Dennis Markham-Purkiss III.”

      “Okay, there’s only one Dennis Markham-Purkiss who posts racehorse updates on BuzzHub every week and has no idea what privacy settings are.”

      “That’s true. But why were you watching me?”

      “I watch everyone. A bad habit, but it’s my job, and I find switching off a challenge.”

      “You’re a spy?”

      Heath chuckled. “No, a private investigator.”

      “Since when?”

      “Since last December.”

      “But I thought you were going travelling? When we spoke in October, that’s what you said.”

      The Far East, South America, and the Caribbean—that’s where he’d wanted to go. I distinctly remembered because he’d mentioned skin diving, and I’d had several highly inappropriate thoughts about the skin part.

      “Yeah, well, my plans changed. Owen—Serena’s fiancé—works with a guy who’s married to one of the head honchos at Blackwood Security, and he got me an interview. There was no way I could pass up that chance.”

      Serena was his sister. And her other brother was engaged to Marissa, Janie’s sister, so when everyone finally got around to getting married, Heath and I would be distantly related, but not by blood. Liam had popped the question first, but Marissa didn’t seem in any hurry to have a ring on her finger, and their wedding date wasn’t until next year. Ditto for Serena herself.

      “It’s a good company to work for?”

      “If I’d had to make a list of dream jobs, working there would have been at the top.”

      “Then congratulations are in order. You don’t regret missing out on the beach?”

      “I spent a few weeks in South America before I started training, and Blackwood has a sabbatical program. Once I’ve got my feet under the table, I’m planning to take three months off and finish what I started.”

      “That sounds like a good plan. You’ll be able to go five-star instead of backpacking.”

      “Maybe three-star. But in truth, I still prefer backpacking. You get to experience a country better that way, warts and all.”

      “I’m not sure I like the idea of warts.” When I was small, I’d been blessed with a verruca, and that had been quite bad enough. “And unfortunately, I have a higher-than-average chance of being kidnapped, so I have to hire security when I travel to any risk areas. Kind of puts a damper on getting down with the locals.”

      “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “I’m used to it.” My phone buzzed, and I fumbled it out of my bag without thinking. It was a message from my mother, fussing about toasts.

      “Hoping for another get-out call? Don’t worry, I can take the hint.” Heath pushed off the column and picked up the empty glass. “Perhaps I’ll see you at Halloween again?”

      “No, no, no, that’s not it. Please, stay.” Wait, why was I asking him to stay? “Or do you need to get back to your date?”

      “Date?”

      “The brunette?”

      “Loretta? She’s not my date; she’s a friend of Janie’s, and they rearranged the seating plan after her boyfriend dumped her the day before yesterday.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Me too. Over the main course, she asked Liam whether, in his professional medical opinion, it would be possible to remove a man’s balls with hairdressing scissors.”

      “Yikes.” Curiosity got the better of me. “So, what was the answer?”

      “A knife would be better than scissors, but therapy would be better than the knife.”

      “Therapy is overrated.” At least, it had been in my experience. “Although I don’t suppose prison is much fun either, and some people do benefit from talking through their problems.” My phone buzzed again, this time with a message from Salma telling me Mama would be organising a search party if I didn’t get my butt back in my seat. Heath was still watching me closely. “Sorry, I’m just waiting for a call from the office. I think a girl might be in trouble, and… Forgive me, I shouldn’t be talking about these things.”

      “Why not? Everything’s confidential?”

      “Because this is supposed to be a fun evening.”

      Instead of walking away, Heath settled back onto the balustrade. I liked that he did that—left a gap between us, I mean. He didn’t even try to invade my space.

      “If you want to talk, I’m here to listen.” He glanced towards the marquee. “I think I’m the only sober person at the party apart from you, and I’m feeling a bit out of place.”

      “You don’t drink?”

      “Not tonight. I have to drive back to London.”

      “There were no hotel vacancies locally? My friend Matilda’s cousin runs a corporate training centre on the outskirts of Bristol, and they have plenty of rooms. Quite basic, but serviceable. Do you want me to make a call?”

      “I appreciate the offer, but that’s not why I’m going home. My new roommate is moving in at eight a.m. tomorrow, and I need to be there.”

      “They couldn’t have delayed by a day?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m sorry for that.”

      Heath shrugged one shoulder. “Such is life. So, what’s this about a girl in trouble?”

      “I’m CEO of a women’s charity.” For women, by women. I explained a little about Vocare, about our objectives and activities, and then I told him about Jazzi. “Instinct tells me something bad happened, but there’s not a damn thing I can do to help.”

      “You still take calls yourself? As the CEO?”

      “Not as many as I used to, but I never want to distance myself from the work we do.”

      “And it eats you up inside when you can’t help.”

      “I’m here at a party; Jazzi could be lying crumpled in a heap somewhere. How is that fair?”

      “Don’t think of it as yin and yang. And don’t beat yourself up—you shouldn’t have to suffer to make Jazzi happy. You should both be happy.”

      I cracked a sad smile. “Be more yang?”

      Heath smiled back at me, and my heart skipped in a way I hadn’t felt for years. Thirteen years, to be precise.

      “Be more yang.”

      He studied me for a long moment, but not in a skeevy way. He wasn’t undressing me with those soft brown eyes. No, it felt more as if he was sizing me up, trying to get inside my head. The effect was unsettling.

      Finally, he asked, “What information do you keep on your callers?”

      “As much as they want to give us. For some, only their phone numbers. For others who we’re assisting in practical ways, such as finding them accommodation, we might have their name, address, phone number, details of their income and family, available transport options, that sort of thing.”

      “How much do you know about Jazzi?”

      “Almost nothing. Just her name and phone number, and the fact that she has a southern accent.”

      “If you’re concerned for her safety, I could try pinging her phone.”

      “You could? Is that even legal?”

      “Not entirely.”

      “So that’s a no?”

      “We sometimes bend a few rules when unsavoury characters are involved.”

      Jazzi wasn’t an unsavoury character, but her husband undoubtedly was. Even so, an invasion of privacy didn’t sit well with me. While I could see how pinging a phone might be a valid option with criminals, I’d sworn to protect these women, not stalk them.

      “I’m not sure I can cross that line.”

      “Understandable. Not easy, that job of yours.”

      “But unfortunately, it’s oh-so necessary.”

      Once again, Heath moved towards the marquee. “Want me to tell your mum you’re out here?”

      “Hell no.”

      “Want me to make up a story so she doesn’t call out search and rescue?”

      “What story would you use?”

      “I could tell her you felt unwell and went to lie down in the house.”

      “You don’t know my mama very well at all. If she thought I was sick, she’d be there in a heartbeat with a variety of over-the-counter medications and possibly a doctor.”

      “What if I told her you were just tired?”

      “That might work, but then I’d get a lecture on burning the candle at both ends and a reminder to take my vitamins. You know what? I’ll just come back inside. Would you do me a favour?”

      “Sure.”

      “You’re not even going to ask me what it is first?”

      “You’re not a woman who burdens other people.”

      I felt quite touched by that observation. “I was just going to ask you to wait a minute before you follow me. Far too many of the guests are fond of gossip.”

      “No problem. I’ll hang out here with the bats for a while.”

      “Bats?” I shuddered. “We don’t have bats.”

      “Sure you do.” He beckoned me towards him, put a finger to his lips, and motioned for me to watch the full moon. A minute later, a tiny shadow flitted in front of the pale glow for a split second, and then it was gone.

      “That was a bat?” I whispered.

      “Yup. There’s a pond over there, right?”

      More of a small lake, really. “Yes.”

      “Then it probably went to get a drink or catch some insects. Humans have destroyed a lot of their habitats, and pesticides haven’t been kind to them either, but they’re still around.”

      “How do you know about bats?”

      “When I was a kid, my grandma got me one of those ‘adopt a bat’ packs for my birthday. At the time, I was pretty disappointed because I wanted Lego, but it turned out to be more interesting than I thought. If we had a bat locator, we’d be able to hear them talking to each other.”

      “There’s another one,” I said, pointing. “They’re so fast.”

      I’d spent many happy hours in the grounds at Twilight’s End when I was young, but until tonight, I’d never noticed the bats. We watched them swooping and diving, flying between the pond and wherever they lived. Maybe in the roof of the stable block? The loose boxes had been empty for years, but Eis kept them in a good state of repair just in case either of us had a kid who wanted a pony someday. And it might happen. Not for me, obviously, but Janie had recently had her tubes untied, and I knew the two of them wanted a brother or sister for Janie’s two boys. Eis had assured me they were trying hard to make it happen, which quite frankly, was more information than I either wanted or needed.

      I’d have to tell him about the bats. The boys would be as fascinated as I was. They’d have one of those locator gadgets before you could blink, and the next time I visited, they’d show me how to use it. Eis really had embraced the role of stepfather, which was a good job because Janie’s ex-husband never paid a penny in child support, and lately, he’d begun making excuses not to have the boys on his designated weekends.

      Applause came from the marquee, and Heath and I looked at each other.

      “Think they’re about to cut the cake?” he asked.

      Unfortunately, I did. “Quick, run.”

      Yes, I was wearing heels, but being five feet one, I’d also spent a lifetime in them, so I was quick on my feet. Heath held the door for me—the marquee came with actual doors to keep the bugs out—and we skidded inside just as blade met icing. I tried to smile, but heads turned to stare at me, at us, and I was well aware my face was flushed. Shit. People kept sneaking glances even as Janie dispensed with tradition and slotted in her bouquet toss before the first dance. She looked radiant tonight, beaming in the tea-length ivory dress she’d changed into after the ceremony. If she’d kept her ballgown on, she and Eis would have been line-dancing in different counties.

      A horde of single women moved to the dance floor, and my Auntie Eileen—again, not a real aunt—tried to nudge me in that direction.

      “It’s your turn, dear.”

      “Oh, no. I don’t need to catch a bouquet.”

      “You and this lovely young man are an item?” She looked questioningly at Heath. “That’s wonderful news.”

      “No, no, Heath’s just…” What was he? Trying to explain the convoluted chain of siblings that had brought him here today would take forever, so I simply settled for, “He’s a friend.”

      “You’re needed on the dance floor, then?”

      “The bouquet toss is optional, not mandatory.”

      “But don’t you want to join in?”

      “No, I⁠—”

      It seemed a reasonable number of the guests were volleyball players and the bouquet got batted into the air one, two, three times before someone smashed it in my direction. I dove to the side to avoid being struck in the face, and I would have hit the deck if Heath hadn’t caught me by my armpits.

      “Fuck, I’m sorry,” he muttered as he set me back on my feet. “You okay?”

      I picked a stray rosebud out of my cleavage. “Fine. I’m absolutely bloody fine.”

      Everybody was staring at me. The photographer was busy immortalising the moment forever. Auntie Eileen pressed the bouquet into my hands with a, “Gosh, this thing is heavier than I thought.”

      My eyes began to prickle, and I fought back tears as I held the bouquet aloft like a prizefighter and everybody cheered.

      Damn, I hated weddings.
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      “I’m so sorry about the whole bouquet thing,” Janie said in a quiet moment between dances. Although “quiet” was a relative term. We still had to shout over the music. “I really thought I’d missed you.”

      “Not your fault, honestly. Just a piece of bad luck.”

      Eis wrapped an arm around my shoulders in a brotherly hug. Over the years, more people than I cared to count had asked how we could be related, given the fact that he was huge and I was tiny. But he really hadn’t been that big until he hit his teens. He’d shot up in height and started working out, while I never got that growth spurt.

      “I’m proud of you,” he said. “You made it through the whole day. Nobody will be offended if you call it a night.”

      “Mama will.”

      “Okay, nobody except Mama.” Eis’s lips twitched. “So, you and Heath Carlisle, huh?”

      I shoved him away. “Shut up. We were watching bats, okay?”

      “Bats?”

      “You have bats in your garden.”

      “We do?”

      We. Just another reminder that he’d become a part of something bigger. A new family.

      “Stand near the pond and look up at the moon. You’ll see them flying around.”

      “Really? I should tell the boys.”

      “Not tonight,” Janie warned. “If you tell them tonight, they’ll want to go out bat-watching, and I have other plans for you.”

      “Okay, great.” I began backing away before she elaborated on that part
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