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      It’s hard to start a new life when you’re living in a house full of ghosts.

      My house, for example, used to be my grandmother Vergie’s. Now that I was sharing it with Jack, I’d imagined that we’d make it into our own, and fill it with our own memories. I’d never loved anyone the way I loved him, and for the first time in a long while, it felt like I had a family again.

      Making the house our own had turned out to be more difficult than I’d expected, though. Five months after moving all of my belongings here, I still couldn’t break the habit of calling this house Vergie’s. There were pieces of her everywhere.

      This was also house my mother grew up in. The kitchen she’d had breakfast in, the clawfoot tub she’d used for baths. My mother was everywhere in this house, and I could barely remember her.

      This wouldn’t be so bad if my mother hadn’t disappeared without a trace.

      Being here in Bayou Sabine stirred up all kinds of feelings for me, which sometimes felt like being tossed around in a hurricane. There were good memories attached to this place, too, but there was an awful lot of hurt and regret spliced into them. After inheriting Vergie’s house, I’d expected to fix it up a little and sell it—and then never set foot in this town again.

      But then I’d met Jack, and all of that had changed. He was like no man I’d ever met, who loved me fiercely, just as I was.

      Because of him, I’d stuck around. Ghosts and all.

      “Hey,” Jack said. “You ready to head over?” He wore a thin plaid shirt and jeans that were snug in all the right places. I never got tired of seeing him in those.

      “What’s the hurry?” I said. “You got a hot date later?”

      He flashed a mischievous grin and came closer, then nudged me against the kitchen counter. “I do,” he said, placing his hands on my hips. “She’s foxy, and fierce, and she hates it when I’m late.” His lips moved against my ear as he spoke, and then they moved along my neck, and down to my collarbone.

      And just that fast, my skin was tingling and I was less interested in staining floors.

      “Maybe you should take the day off,” I said, raking my hands through his hair. “Do something fun instead.”

      His hands slipped beneath my shirt, sliding along my waist. “I would, but my boss would have my hide. She rides my ass like you wouldn’t believe.”

      I snorted. “I’m not your boss, and you know it.”

      He grinned. “Sure you are, you. And I like it.” He kissed me hard on the lips and then said, “Come on, let’s go finish those floors. Then we’ll come back, have a hot shower, a nice dinner, and I’ll let you wear me out all over again.”

      “I’m sorry. You’ll let me?”

      He smiled that crooked smile that had disarmed me the moment we met. “I’ll ask you very, very nicely.” His hand was warm against the small of my back, pulling me against him.

      Jack Mayronne was more tempting than the devil himself, with his chiseled body, cool blue eyes, and thick dark hair that was just this side of unruly. He had this particular way of gazing at me, full of mischief and want, that made my heart race.

      He’d set that gaze on me when we’d first met, and I’d been a goner.

      “Deal,” I said, running my fingers through his hair. “But I’m going to need more coffee.”

      He reached into the cabinet behind me and grabbed two to-go mugs. “On it,” he said. “I’ll drive.”
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        * * *

      

      The house Jack and I were renovating now was our third flip. The first had been Vergie’s, and when I decided I wanted to stop working for my father and run my own house-flipping business, Jack had been one hundred percent supportive. Mostly because that meant I wasn’t leaving him to return to North Carolina, but also because it meant I was working for myself now, and not my overbearing father. Jack had been working as a firefighter for a few years now, but he’d quickly learned he liked restoring houses, too. He liked to build and create, just like I did.

      As it turned out, we made a solid team.

      After selling my home in North Carolina, I’d used the money to invest in the second house we flipped. Jack’s uncle and aunt—Buck and Josie—owned a hardware store in Bayou Sabine, and Buck had a hobby of building furniture out of salvaged wood. He also had enough friends around that he could find us things like original windows and carved doors that were being tossed out with new renovations. He could sniff out clawfoot tubs, stained glass windows and heart pine floorboards—beautiful pieces from historic houses that brought an extra level of uniqueness to our remodels.

      Sometimes, those flips felt more like resurrection than renovation.

      It was a good feeling, to save a home that had been left to die, to make it into something beautiful again. Not everything that was abandoned was garbage—but sometimes it took patience and a careful eye to see how it could be salvaged.

      We’d made a good profit on the second house, and now we were working on our third—a cute river style home just on the outskirts of Bayou Sabine, situated on a small lot along one of the canals. I worked on the house almost every day, and Jack helped me on most of his days off from the fire station. We’d hoped to finish in a couple of months, but we were taking our time.

      If nothing else, Jack was showing me that I didn’t always have to be in a hurry. He took his time with the house and did repairs the right way; he took his time with me and made my head spin. It wasn’t a bad skill to have.

      My favorite thing about the river house was the huge front porch with its tall shuttered windows. Along the front and spaced a couple of feet apart, they were eight feet high and opened out to a forty-five degree angle with poles in the bottoms to prop them open. The house was painted dove gray, the shutters a light blue. The inside was filled with dark-colored wood, and a second screened-in porch on the back faced the canal. Jack and I had already stripped the wallpaper and repainted, and Buck had replaced some broken banister rails and put up crown molding where it was missing. There wasn’t much left to do on the house, so I expected our deadline to be a snap.

      Once inside, Jack turned on the air conditioning so the floors would dry faster. It was always hot here, even in November. Thanksgiving was less than a week away, and I was still wearing shorts and a tank top.

      Jack turned on the stereo and vacuumed the floor as I opened a can of stain and began to stir. It would take us all afternoon to stain the last of the floors, but I didn’t mind—I’d finally found my place here, and found the things that I loved.

      If only I could focus on them and make the ghosts go away.

      Some night I still awoke with a start, drawing panicked breaths and clutching the sheets in my fists. Sometimes I dreamed of the night Vergie’s house nearly burned down around me. Other times I dreamt of my mother, disappearing into the woods like a shadow. I always woke feeling empty and afraid.

      Ghosts are persistent that way.
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        * * *

      

      When we’d finished the floors, Jack said, “You know, I had my doubts about this place at first, but now I see why you liked it so much.”

      Then sun was hanging low in the sky, settling in just over the canal. The big picture window in the living room had a perfect view, and the whole room was filled with golden light.

      “You always see things that I don’t,” he said, slipping his arm around my waist.

      “We just see different things,” I said, running my fingers through his hair, and he smiled.

      We left the air conditioning on and locked up, and then climbed into his truck. As we headed back toward home, he said, “You thought any more about going home for Thanksgiving?” When he said home, he meant Raleigh, where my dad was. But now, this felt like home, and I didn’t want to be anywhere else.

      “Don’t think I’m ready for that,” I said. “Plus, I’d rather spend it with you.”

      He shrugged. “I could go with you to see your dad.”

      “That’s like throwing yourself into a tiger cage. And besides, it would break Josie’s heart if you weren’t here.”

      “She knows that might have to change someday.” He smiled so his dimples showed.

      Jack had spent every holiday with his aunt and uncle since he was ten. He’d never missed a Thanksgiving with them—they were basically like his parents. I’d spent most Thanksgivings with Dad, too, but this year would be different. It had been two months since I’d spoken to him. True to our bargain, I’d paid him back everything he’d loaned me to finish Vergie’s house. My house in Raleigh hadn’t brought as much as I’d hoped, but it was enough to pay off my debt and allow me to keep my other promise, too—the one I’d made to myself to quit working for my father and move here.

      Those two things didn’t sit well with him.

      “You could invite him here,” Jack said.

      I laughed. “That’s a recipe for complete disaster.” We had plans to go to Buck and Josie’s, along with Jack’s best friend Andre. Plus, my best friend Kate was coming the next day. We’d only seen each other once since I’ve moved here in the summer, and she was dying to meet Jack and see my new life here.

      Jack shrugged. “It might be good for him. And it would give me another chance to win him over.”

      “You do not need to impress my father.” Their first meeting hadn’t been a friendly one, and I wasn’t ready to have another one yet.

      “I know, but I’d like to at least meet him under normal circumstances.”

      “He was horrible to you,” I said.

      Jack shrugged. “He was worried about you, and he probably thought I was taking advantage. I’d like to show him otherwise.”

      He wasn’t going to let this go.

      “All right,” I said. “I’ll ask him. But I want our first holiday here to be a quiet one. No drama, no fighting, no flames on the sides of my face.”

      He smirked and reached over to squeeze my thigh, “Can’t promise you that one. You know I like to bring a flush to your cheeks every now and then.”

      I snorted. “Jack Mayronne, you’re relentless.”

      He grinned. “You love it.”

      We pulled into the drive, and as we got up to Vergie’s house, I saw a young woman sitting on the porch. Jack’s dog, Bella, sat right by her side, enjoying a head scratch. For a moment, I froze—the last time a strange woman had stood on this porch, it had been a disaster.

      “Well, I’ll be damned,” Jack said, and hopped out of the truck like his feet were on fire.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      When Jack got a few steps away from the truck, the woman jumped to her feet and ran towards him. She threw her arms around him and he laughed as he spun her around.

      “I didn’t think you were coming,” he said, setting her down.

      “Surprise,” she said.

      He stepped towards me and said, “Enza, this is Lucille. Buck and Josie’s daughter.”  Lucille was tall and lean, with legs that went on forever. Her wavy red hair was cut into a stylish bob, and she wore skinny jeans and a tight tee shirt with the name of a bar I’d seen in the French Quarter.

      At her feet, Bella pranced, wagging her bobbed tail. That dog hated to be ignored.

      Lucille smiled and shook my hand. “Finally, I get to meet the mysterious Enza,” she said. Her green eyes were bright. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “Likewise,” I said.

      “Lucy’s in grad school over at UT Austin,” Jack said. “Full scholarship.”

      She looked embarrassed. “Yeah. I took a few years off to work and just started the arts management program last year.”

      “That’s great,” I said.

      “It’s pretty cool,” she said. “I’m finishing up next semester. It’s hard work, but it’s the most fun I’ve ever had.”

      “Come on in,” Jack said. “Catch us up.”

      She followed us as we walked up to the porch. Right by the door there was a big cardboard box addressed to me, the words written on it by hand, with a black marker.

      “That’s weird,” I said, studying it as I unlocked the door.

      Jack grunted as he lifted the box and carried it inside. “What’d you order, chère? Bricks?” He set it down on the kitchen table and then pulled three beers from the fridge.

      “You’ve been busy,” Lucille said. “This place looks great.”

      “I’ll show you around,” he said, and handed her a beer. He led her down the hall, going on about some of the repairs and additions we’d made with the house, including how the roofer had fallen through the ceiling.

      Curious, I cut the box open. It had a handwritten return address in New Orleans, but no name. Inside, there was a pile of small books, some brightly colored fabric, and an envelope addressed to me.

      Inside the envelope was a handwritten note.

      
        
        Dear Enza-

        These are some of Vergie’s things. I thought you might like to have them. She spoke of you fondly, and often. I almost brought these to you myself, but I didn’t want to intrude. She thought the world of you.

      

        
      
        George

      

      

      Carefully, I emptied the contents onto the table. There were a dozen small leather-bound books, a few novels, an old 35 mm film camera, a small jewelry box, and two brightly colored floral scarves.

      “What’s all that?” Jack said, leaning against the doorframe.

      “The man Vergie lived with—his name was George?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “That’s right.”

      “He mailed a box of her things.”

      His brow arched. “Oh?”

      The books were filled with Vergie’s small cursive handwriting. “These are more of her journals.” A photo and a postcard slipped out of the book, and I glanced at them before placing them back inside.

      “Wow,” he said, picking up one of the journals. “That was nice of him.”

      Lucille bounded into the kitchen, Bella at her heels. “Hey,” she said. “Want to go grab something at Brenda’s? I’m starved.”

      Jack glanced at me over her shoulder and I gave him a tiny shrug. It was clear what he was thinking: so much for our date night and all those wicked plans.

      “Come on,” she said, grabbing his arm. “You can meet Toph.”

      “I thought he wasn’t coming.” Jack’s tone suggested he’d have preferred it that way.

      She shrugged. “He changed his mind.” She nudged his arm, teasing, until he relented.

      “Okay,” Jack said. “Sure.”

      “Great!” She slipped her phone from her pocket and walked out onto the porch as she dialed.

      “Sorry,” he whispered to me. “Raincheck on that quiet dinner?”

      “Sure,” I said. “She’s excited to see you. And now there’s a mystery guest.”

      He rolled his eyes. “He’s not much of a mystery, from what I hear.”

      “Come on, she wants you to meet her new boyfriend. She wants you to like him.”

      “She’s known this guy for like, five minutes.”

      “How’d you feel about me after you’d known me for five minutes?”

      His brow arched and he fixed his big blue eyes on mine. “That’s exactly what I’m afraid of.”
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        * * *

      

      Brenda’s restaurant was just a few miles down the road, nestled in a grove of trees. If you didn’t know it was there, it was difficult to find. It was clapboard on the outside, with a big porch on the front that held a few tables and rocking chairs. Inside, it was crammed with tables and booths, with a diner-stye counter at the front. Brenda had already strung twinkling lights up all around the windows and hung paper snowflakes from the ceiling. People around here decorated early and often, and took their celebrating seriously.

      Jack, Lucille, and I sat at a booth in the back. It was quiet tonight, with some of the regulars spread out through the room. If it were Saturday, it would be packed. Jack had proudly told me that Brenda served the best gator tail in all of Louisiana, and her prize-winning pecan pie was nothing to sneeze at, either.

      “He said he was on his way,” Lucille said, checking her phone.

      Jack furrowed his brow, sipping his beer. “Who’s this guy again?”

      “Be nice,” Lucille said.

      He smirked. “We’ll see.”

      Frowning, she said, “He probably just got lost. It’s not hard to do out here.”

      Bayou Sabine was about half an hour from New Orleans, if you drove fast, but it was out on a two-lane highway that felt like it was leading you to the middle of nowhere. When I’d arrived back in the summer, I’d been certain the GPS was sending me clear off the edge of the earth.

      Buck and Josie’s house was just a ten minute drive from our place, and Brenda’s was a couple of miles further down the road. Once it got dark around here, though, it was like being inside an ink bottle. The narrow roads ran like ribbons through the swamps and cypress groves, and I’d made plenty of wrong turns when I was still learning my way around.

      Lucille’s phone buzzed and she checked the screen. “He’s outside.” She stood up from the table and waved toward the door until the man she was watching headed our way.

      He wore a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows, jeans with that expensive kind of excessive stitching on the pockets, and boat shoes that looked like they’d never seen a dock. His hair was restrained by some sort of pomade and was molded like a Ken doll’s. He looked older than Lucille—thirty-five or so, and had a lean build. When he rested his hand on the back of the booth, I saw a watch on his wrist that likely cost more than my annual car insurance.

      He also looked dissatisfied.

      “Enza, Jack,” Lucille said, “this is Toph.”

      He shook my hand, squeezing it too tightly, and flashed a too-big smile with too-white teeth. After shaking Jack’s hand, he sat in the booth next to Lucille. His eyes darted past us, around the corners of the room, like he couldn’t decide what to focus on.

      “Toph’s from Dallas,” she said. “But he’s working in Austin now.”

      “What do you do?” I asked him.

      “This and that,” he said, his eyes shifting back to me. “Mostly investment in startups.”

      “Toph’s into entertainment and media,” Lucille said. “He also writes scripts.”

      “Screenplays, babe,” he corrected.

      “He’s got one under consideration with an agent right now,” she said.

      Jack sipped his beer, his eyes narrowed. It didn’t take him long to size a person up.

      “How interesting,” I said. If Jack wasn’t going to say anything, I felt like I had to.

      “He’s super talented,” Lucille said.

      “I don’t need talent,” Toph said, smirking. “I just need friends in the right places. And enough people who owe me favors. Luckily, I have both.”

      Lucille said, “Toph got me this awesome job with the city theater. They weren’t hiring, but somehow he convinced them to give me a chance. Seems like he knows somebody everywhere.”

      “I’m going to get a drink,” Toph said, standing. “Since it seems we don’t have a waitress.”

      When he stalked towards the bar, Lucille sighed. “He’s just cranky from the drive. We drove straight through and traffic was horrible. Apparently I woke him from a nap, but I wanted him to meet you before the big dinner.”

      Jack muttered something about manners as he sipped his beer. Lucille shot him a warning look.

      “What?” he said, daring her to press him.

      “How long are you staying?” I asked her.

      “Just a few days,” she said. “I’ve got a week long break, but Toph has to be in Dallas for the weekend.”

      “You’re going with him?” Jack said. “Thought you hated big metro areas with rush hour traffic.”

      She shrugged. “I’m trying to get used to it.”

      Jack’s brow furrowed, as if he didn’t like that implication.

      When Toph came back to the table, he had a tumbler with a clear drink and a lime floating on top.

      Lucille eyed him, as if that were unusual, and he said, “They didn’t have Macallan’s.”

      She snorted. “Honey, nobody drinks that around here. The 18 would be 30 by the time Brenda sold the whole bottle.”

      He squeezed the lime into his drink and scanned the room, as if taking in every detail.

      Jack stared at Toph, as if doing the same.

      Lucille managed to tie the conversation together through the course of our meal. It was artful for sure, since she was stuck with Toph, who was trying—and failing—to be charming, and Jack, who was studying his every move and taking notes that he’d no doubt tell me about later. It wasn’t hard to imagine what was rolling around in his head—Jack had no patience for pretentiousness.

      Things Jack would dislike: Toph was twelve years older than Lucille; Toph’s family were bazillionaires who made their fortune in oil; Toph squeezed Lucille’s thigh under the table in a way that was showy and possessive.

      Things he would like: Toph was leaving in seven days.

      When dinner was over, Toph grabbed the check and said, “Please, I insist.” He slipped a gold credit card into the tray with the bill and winked at me in that way that usually means you’re being had.

      Jack didn’t miss that, either.

      “Be right back,” Toph said, and headed toward the restrooms in the back.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, Lucille said to Jack, “Come on, cut him some slack. He’s been driving all day and met my entire family in the span of three hours.” She nudged his leg under the table until his lip curved up with a hint of a smile.

      “I’m just trying to keep him on his best behavior,” Jack said.

      “Jesus, you sound like Dad.”

      Jack smirked, finishing his beer. “I’m sorry, Luce, but you know that no man will ever live up to my standards for you. Especially some dude in skinny jeans.”

      She looked at me and said, “He’s hopeless. How do you stand this?”
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        * * *

      

      By the time we got back to our house, it was nearly eleven. Toph had followed us in his car—a sporty red BMW that looked brand new. Lucille hopped out and waved to us as she climbed into Josie’s little Honda that she’d driven here earlier, and then led him back to the highway.

      “What on earth does she see in that guy?” Jack said. “I was hoping he’d be a quick phase, like that time she dyed her hair blue.”

      “He seemed a little aloof, but maybe he’s just nervous about meeting her family.”

      “He’s an entitled little prick.” Jack’s big brother status meant he could hate him just for being the guy who was dating the girl he thought of as his sister.

      “Lucille seems like a smart woman,” I said. “He must be doing something to make her happy.”

      “I’d rather not think about those particulars.” He leaned against the kitchen counter, his arms crossed over his chest.

      I laughed. “I mean, like the job she’s so excited about.”

      Frowning, he said, “The last thing she needs is to be indebted to a guy like that.”

      Jack was protective of Lucille in ways I’d been envious of my whole life. Part of me had always wanted a sibling, one who would look out for me the way he did with her. One who would never leave me.

      “People have to learn in their own ways,” I said. “You just have to trust her to make her own decisions.”

      He sighed. “I still think he’s a prick.”

      “Fair enough. You don’t have to like him.”

      “But I do have to sit through Thanksgiving dinner and not stab him with a fork.”

      “That would be my preference, yes.” I leaned against him, running my fingers through his hair. “Now do you want to keep talking about Toph, or is there something more fun you’d like to do?”

      He smirked as I wrapped my arms around his neck, pressing my body against his.

      “I can think of a few things,” he said, lifting me up onto the counter. His hands slipped under my shirt and pressed into my back as I wrapped my legs around his waist to pull him closer.

      He kissed me, gently at first, and then caught my lip in his teeth in that way that he knew drove me completely wild. “I’ve been wanting to do this all day,” he said, nuzzling my neck. His lips slid along my collarbone as he tugged at my hair.

      “I should take a shower,” I said. “I’m covered in stain and sawdust.”

      “I don’t care.” He pulled my tee shirt over my head and tossed it to the floor.

      I laughed, feeling the roughness of his stubbled cheek against my neck. It was one of my favorite feelings in the world. “Want to join me?”

      His fixed his eyes on mine and slipped his hands inside the waistband of my jeans. “Um, naturally.”

      There was a wicked flash in his eyes and then he scooped me up and carried me across the hall to his bedroom, his arms squeezing me tight against him.

      He sat me on the bed and said, “Stay,” and then unbuttoned his shirt as he went into the bathroom. I slipped out of my jeans as the shower came on, and when he appeared again, he’d stripped naked.

      I never got tired of drinking in the sight of Jack Mayronne: six foot two inches of chiseled muscle, dark hair that always seemed perfectly tousled and always a hint of a five o’clock shadow. He had an intense gaze and a rakish smile that still melted me to the floor—and he knew it. It should be a crime to be that gorgeous.

      “You are an absolute goddess,” he said. “And I’m the luckiest man alive.”

      When I stood and kissed him, he leaned his body into mine and pulled me tight against him, his big hands squeezing my hips.

      He nudged me towards the shower and said, “Last chance before your friend gets here and we have to be on our best behavior. Better make it count.”

      “Who said anything about behaving? Kate travels with noise cancelling headphones.”

      He grinned as he pulled me into the hot spray, and then his hands and lips were everywhere, and I was lost.
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        * * *

      

      It was after lunch the next day when I heard Kate’s car coming down the gravel lane. A cloud of dust followed her little black Audi as it curled along the meadow, and I stepped out on the porch to greet her.

      “Good grief,” she said, climbing out. “The damned GPS tried to send me straight into a swamp. Thought I was gator food for sure.” She pulled a suitcase out of the backseat and trudged through the grass in a pair of impossibly high wedges. Kate was my best friend and had been since college. We agreed on a lot of things, but fashion was not one of them. Kate loved swishy skirts and high heels, and always had a trendy haircut that showed off her high cheekbones. She regularly experimented with hair color, but this time it was back to its natural blonde shade, cut just above her shoulders. She’d tried to make me appreciate fashion for the last ten years, but I preferred my vintage cowboy boots, tank tops and jeans. The most girly thing I could muster was some pale lipstick and a flat iron every now and then.

      “That can’t be the only bag you have,” I said, nodding toward the tiny suitcase.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh please. This is overflow from the trunk.”

      She set the suitcase on the steps and hugged me, tighter than she had in a long time. “Look at this house!” she shrieked. “It’s adorable.”

      The old Victorian was the typical four-on-four style with a porch that stretched the entire length of the front. The master bedroom, bath, and living room were in the front, with a hall straight down the middle and the kitchen and study in the back. The kitchen had a back door and walk-in pantry that had some of the loveliest woodwork in the whole house. The upstairs had four big rooms and a small bathroom. We’d kept one as a guest bedroom, and the others we were still figuring out: Jack liked having a room just for his things, and I needed a room that was mine.

      “I’m so glad you’re here,” I said.

      She grinned. Her big vintage Ray-Ban sunglasses covered half her face. “You twisted my arm.”

      It hadn’t been hard. She’d called me a few weeks before, swearing like a sailor because her jerk of a fiance had cheated on her and she’d kicked him out of her house.

      “I just can’t handle Thanksgiving with my family,” she’d said. “My mom hated Benjamin and I’ll never hear the end of this. She’s like a dog on a bone.”

      “Then come see me,” I’d told her. “Give yourself a vacation.”

      Kate never took vacations. She had a demanding job at one of the top research labs in Research Triangle Park. She was always on the verge of a breakthrough, and she felt like if she left that lab, someone else would make the discovery and she’d lose her place of honor in the pecking order. The lab where she worked rewarded ingenuity and efficiency, and there was always pressure to be better at both. She had enough vacation days accrued to stay here two weeks, but she wouldn’t stay that long. Kate thought guests had an expiration date. For me, that rule didn’t apply to friends, and sometimes I managed to convince her of it.

      Also, she really loved her job. Sometimes I thought she liked looking through a microscope more than anything else. Studying patterns and behaviors was fascinating to her—whether they were human or microbial.

      I grabbed her bag. “Come in. I’ll make you a drink and show you around.” She’d love seeing the house’s features and all the work we’d done, but it was a long, boring drive from Raleigh, and I knew she’d be exhausted.

      In the kitchen, I introduced her to Jack.

      “Glad to have you with us,” he said, shaking her hand.

      “It’s good to meet you for real this time.” She smiled, nearly eye-level with him in her heels. Her gray eyes sparkled.

      She’d met Jack briefly at Vergie’s funeral, before I’d even met him. She’d teased me the rest of that weekend about the sexy man in the pale gray suit. It was one of those slim-cut tailored suits that hugged his shoulders and his hips in the most tantalizing way. When I’d told Jack about that later, he’d laughed and said, “I only wear a suit about twice a year, but if you like it that much, I’ll wear it more often.”

      When he did, I thought, I’d be sure to trace my fingers over every single seam until he could barely breathe.
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        * * *

      

      Kate and I sat on the porch swing for a long time, drinking vodka tonics and watching the clouds drift across the sky. From the porch, we had a clear view of the lagoon at the edge of the cypresses. The house was on a five-acre lot, which meant we had lots of solitude and no close neighbors.

      Kate had piled her honey-blond hair high up on her head and changed into a pair of jeans and a blouse. “Thanks for letting me stay with you,” she said after a while.

      “You know you’re welcome anytime. Besides, it’s been forever and you needed to get away.”

      “Understatement of the year.” She held the glass against her face. She and Benjamin been going out a year and had set a date for May. A week ago, Kate had found his cell phone in a coat pocket, dead, and plugged it in to recharge it for him. The screen had lit up with a string of unread text messages from another woman he was seeing, and Kate had confronted him.

      Benjamin wasn’t the smartest man she’d ever dated.

      He’d denied everything, but he couldn’t make up enough lies to convince her she was wrong. Kate was a biologist, an observer of behavior patterns. It killed her to think she hadn’t been able to see his.

      “Why didn’t you tell me I was being stupid?” she said, halfway through her third vodka.

      “Because you weren’t being stupid.”

      She grimaced, squeezing the lime into her drink. “A year was too soon to get engaged. I should have made him pay for the deposits on the vineyard and the cake.”

      “He’s the one who was stupid. Let’s get that straight.”

      She raised her glass. “Maybe I’ll still get the cake. Chocolate raspberry. It was like heaven on a fork.”

      “Not all behaviors are predictable,” I said. “You know that.”

      “I just feel like the worst cliché ever.”

      “He’s the cliché.”

      “Maybe I’ll just stick with single-celled organisms for a while.”

      I leaned back in the porch swing, feeling tipsy. “I never liked him anyway. He winked too much, like a car salesman.”

      “Enza Parker,” she said, tossing her lime at me. “You said you liked him.”

      “You’re practically my sister. You loved him. What did you expect me to say?”

      “You should have told me,” she said. “You’re like a bomb-sniffing dog. I’d have listened to you.”

      “Kate,” I said, resting my hand on her arm. “It was only important that you liked him. I figured whatever you saw that made him so wonderful, I’d see
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