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I have learned in this long life of mine that family has less to do with blood than with heart. I have been blessed with both, and it is to my family that this book is dedicated.
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NURSE PRACTITIONER Ellie Murphy Wentz was good at minding her own business ... really she was ... she’d never read her daughter’s diary or looked for condoms in her son’s wallet or opened mail that wasn’t hers. But when office politics and within-the-ranks affairs took over breakroom conversation and it was suggested that she both keep secrets and take sides, it was outside her comfort zone. She started taking her breaks on the bench outside the back door of the clinic where the sole smoker in the practice—a doctor, no less—went to indulge. 

She always took a cloth out with her to clean off the bench—it seemed to collect both dust and dead bugs on a daily basis. The doctor would light up while she wiped the white-painted surface, then they’d sit together with their backs against the vinyl siding of the clinic’s back wall. When she found herself bumming cigarettes from him, she knew it was time for something new. She slapped a nicotine patch on her arm and gave her two weeks’ notice. 

Enough was enough. She liked what she did. She loved her patients. She even enjoyed the requirements of keeping up-to-date in her field—it suited her slightly obsessive personality. But she needed a break from ... well, from everything. 

On her last day at the practice, after cake and gifts from the people she’d worked with for twenty years, she loaded her personal items into her car and went to Black Dog Coffee, where beer and terrible wine were served in addition to wonderful coffee. She sat at a tall table with Scott Johnson, the owner and her one-time significant other, drinking the red wine her friend Maggie called fermented food coloring and bemoaning her very existence. 

“That must be why you broke up with me,” she said. “I’m such a loser.” 

“You broke up with me,” Scott corrected, “and the suggestion was that I was a loser and also a slob. I think it was the slob part you couldn’t take. So what are you going to do now?”

She wondered if she looked as blank as she felt. “I think I’ll be a bartender. Will you hire me?”

“You going to drink on the job?”

“Possibly.”

“Then no.”

“Okay, I won’t drink on the job.”

“Still no.”

Later, at home in the bungalow her parents had flipped and then sold to her and Gavin when their family outgrew the apartment they lived in, she called Maggie and related the events of the day. “What should I do now?”

“Come to the lake until you decide. Your room’s always ready.”

“That’s too easy, Maggie.”

“Struggle is overrated. Just come.” 

“I haven’t even told the kids I quit my job.”

Maggie’s voice softened every time she talked about Bryan and Selena. It had made sense that Ellie’s best friend from second grade on would be the godmother to them both. It was a job she’d always taken seriously. She loved them almost as much as Ellie did, and it wasn’t outside the realm of possibility that they loved their godmother more than their mother. 

“They want you to be happy, El.”

“They’re just scared I’ll want to move in with them and will go around cleaning out the refrigerator and reminding people to take off their shoes when they come into the house. Even if it’s their house.”

“And then there’s that.”

They ended the conversation on laughter, as they always did. When Ellie hung up, she FaceTimed with the kids and told them she’d had a midlife crisis and quit her job. When they finished making dementia jokes and asking if she wanted the grandkids for the summer, she said, “What would you think of me selling the house?”

Bryan looked over his shoulder, talking to Jan, his wife. When he turned back, he said, “To us?”

It was amazing how quickly life could change. 

~*~*~
[image: ]


“HOW LONG’S IT BEEN since you tended bar?” Cliff, the young manager of a not-that-special bar and grill in Muskegon, looked skeptical, and Ellie was tempted to tell him she’d been making kickass mojitos while he was still in diapers. 

“College,” she said. “That would be thirty-some years ago. When we served drinks from hollowed out gourds and wrote bills on stone tablets.”

He was not amused. “What are you going to do when a customer says their drink is weak?”

“I’m going to invite him to go home and drink—he shouldn’t be driving with more booze under his belt.”

Cliff rolled his eyes. “What are you going to do when a guy calls you an old broad and compares you to his mother?”

She beamed at him. “How well does he tip?”

“He doesn’t.”

“Does he puke on the bar or hit on the waitresses?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. If he doesn’t do those things, I’ll serve him. If he does, I’ll tell him to leave.”

“You can’t do that.” 

Ellie didn’t think this interview boded well for a good relationship with Cliff. “Well,” she said, “if I were working here, I’d say ‘Watch me,’ but since that’s not going to happen, I’ll just thank you for your time.” She laid money on the bar to pay for the glass of merlot he’d poured. “I won’t be finishing this, by the way. It’s merlot—it’s not supposed to be borderline hot. Have a nice day.”

She’d thought it would be a good idea to get a job, and the last one she’d had before getting her degree had been behind a bar. She’d liked it. She’d been good at it. She’d taken enough self-defense lessons that she’d never had to call on a bouncer, so the manager of the club where she’d worked had referred to her as his favorite twofer.

However, today’s chat with this bar manager was her third interview in as many days. She’d about decided she wasn’t hirable. The first club manager had said she would need to wait tables in the dining room when her work was slow. She’d also mentioned that while it would be up to Ellie, female bartenders often did better when they put their feminist card away before going to work. 

If she wasn’t afraid of needles when they were aimed at herself and if she really had a card for her feminism, Ellie would have tattooed said card on the back of her hand.

The second interview had been all right until she got a look at both the women’s restroom and behind the bar, every inch of which were unconscionably filthy because the establishment couldn’t get good help these days. While Ellie knew she would be good help, she didn’t think she was up to the job at hand.

Her savings were healthy. The loans she’d taken out to help the kids through college were long paid off. Bryan and Jan had paid market value for the house and would be ready to move in when school was out for the year. 

Which was going to happen in two days. 

“Just come here for a while,” Maggie said when Ellie called to tell her the latest interview story. “If you want, you can even pay rent, but you know how big the Burl is—we can avoid each other for years if that’s what you want.”

She was right about that. The house on Harper Loch where Maggie and Sam lived was huge. It had been built onto so many times and from so many angles that it had earned its name. 

Ellie stepped onto the elliptical and propped the phone in front of her. There were no words to describe how much she hated the instrument of torture, but she was still trying to get her money’s worth out of it before leaving it for Jan. “I’m already burning a lot of bridges. I can get an apartment.”

“Not at Harper Loch. There are no apartments.”

“I’m coming to visit you at the lake, Mags, not to stay.”

The idea of apartment living made her sad—she’d never had any wish to live in one after she and Gavin had left theirs in Chicago. Scott’s was nice, but when his neighbor snored, Ellie could have sworn the dishes in Scott’s kitchen cabinets rattled. The fourplex where Maggie used to live was even nicer, but it was also way out of Ellie’s price range even if one of the units had been available. 

She could work retail. She’d done it while she was in college and again after her divorce, when one job wasn’t quite enough to pay both the mortgage and a car payment. She’d liked it well enough, too, but the additional time on her feet and the hourly wage—a little more than enough to pay for child care—had been debilitating. 

Sweat was pouring down her face when her phone rang again. The number on its screen was unfamiliar. She was certain it wasn’t a callback from Cliff, and curiosity stopped her from letting voicemail pick up. “Hello?”

“Is this Maggie and Sam’s friend, Ellie?” His voice, deep and just a scratch past mellow, was as unknown as his number had been. It reminded her rather warmly of an actor from the mid-twentieth-century movies she’d watched growing up, although she couldn’t have said his name. 

“Yes.” 

“I’m Jess Grant. I’m managing Kristy’s Hometown Café in Placer, near Harper Loch, for a couple of months while Kristy’s having a baby, and I need a daytime bartender for a few weeks—eleven to five. Maggie said you probably weren’t a very good one and Sam said you were undoubtedly godawful but that you could resuscitate someone if we poisoned them. Are you interested?”

She’d been to Kristy’s with Maggie. The food was good. The only thing she’d ever had to drink there was ice water with lemon, which she was confident she could pour easily. Plus there was the mojito thing. “When would you want me there?”

“Whenever you can get here.”

She mopped the perspiration off her face and looked around at what little was left in the house. “I can come tomorrow, but I won’t be ready to work until the next day.” She’d sold virtually everything the kids hadn’t wanted because she was too cheap to rent a storage unit. 

She thought they probably didn’t want the elliptical, either, but if Jan couldn’t talk herself into using it, they could set it on the curb with a sign saying Free on it as easily as she could. 

“See you then.” 

Ellie hung up and called Maggie. “Did you really say I probably wasn’t a very good bartender?”

“I was trying to discourage Jess from calling you. He’s a nice guy, but he can be a grouch. I was trying to save you.”

“Is that why Sam said I would be godawful?”

Laughter rippled through Maggie’s voice. “No, that was just Sam being Sam. So, when are you coming?”

“Tomorrow. Want me to bring something for dinner?”

“Jess will be here, and he’ll bring dessert from Kristy’s. It’s to die for.”

Ellie frowned at the phone and stepped off the elliptical. Enough was enough. “Is he staying with you?”

“No. He’s Sadie’s brother. You know her—the librarian in Placer who herds the high school kids’ writers’ group that gave you a T-shirt. He was staying with her, but when she and the writer kids started researching murder, he found a cottage to rent.”

Oh, joy, a grumpy old man who was going to be her boss for a few weeks. Hadn’t she been through enough of that recently? The oldest doctor in the clinic where she’d worked had had little faith in or respect for either nurses or nurse practitioners. He’d only worked two days a week the last five years she’d been there, but those had been some really long days. 

“So how did he get involved in managing Kristy’s?”

“Kristy is Sadie’s daughter, Jess’s niece.”

Ellie stopped herself from worrying about his attitude. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to turn into a grumpy old woman. Bryan and Selena had mentioned that possibility a few times, but they hadn’t meant it. At least, she didn’t think they had. And almost fifty-four wasn’t old, either. It was ... what was the term for the protagonists of the romance novels Maggie wrote? ... seasoned. Yes, that was it. 

Locking the door of the bungalow behind her the next morning felt odd, as if she was forgetting something important. The guest room in the basement was still hers. She had clothes in its closet, belongings in plastic totes, and a two-drawer file cabinet that held every important paper she’d amassed since her birth certificate.

The next time she went back to the house, though, she wouldn’t be going home; she’d be going to visit. To watch her grandkids play soccer and swim. To pick Bryan’s accountant brain about where she should keep her money. The kitchen would be arranged to Jan’s specifications, not hers, and her daughter-in-law was both left-handed and efficient. 

She stopped at the nursing facility before leaving town, letting herself into the memory care unit using the access code being a professional caregiver had afforded her. Her dad was playing checkers with another resident. Ellie knew better than to interrupt when he was absorbed and quiet. He seldom recognized her anyway. But she stood and watched for a few minutes, saw him clear the board with a soft whoop of laughter, then set the game up again.  

“It’s a good day,” the nursing assistant murmured from beside her. “Do you want me to get his attention?”

“No.” She smiled at the young man. “But thank you. Thank you for caring for him.”

“He’s one of my favorites. He’s a kind man.”

“He is.” Or was. Ellie touched her fingers to her lips and blew her father a kiss. “Love you, Dad.” 

When he’d first gone to live in the facility, she’d visited him every day. However, even though he didn’t remember who she was, he knew she was the one who’d left him in a place he didn’t want to be; he got upset every time he saw her. For the sake of the staff, she’d reduced the number of times she’d stopped by. She called every day and showed up in person on his better ones. Sometimes he liked her and invited her to play checkers. He told her she reminded him of his daughter, only his Ellie was much younger and didn’t have threads of silver in her red hair. 

It was hard. Losing her mother had been horrible, but she wasn’t sure losing Dad every time she saw him wasn’t worse.

She had made the drive to Harper Loch several times since Maggie moved the winter before last. She usually took coffee and a bag of chips and drove the three hours without stopping. On this trip, to calm her nerves and give her blood pressure a chance to resume normalcy, she took her time, listening to an audiobook in the car and trying to plan a future without a lab coat in it. She’d stopped at a bookstore on the way out of town and bought a new copy of The Bartender’s Bible. While she had faith in her drink-making abilities, it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared in case a twenty-something asked her for something she’d never heard of. Not everyone would order kickass mojitos. 

The two-lane highway went through Placer before turning off to go to the lake. The small town had two stoplights. One was at the edge of town where the highway intersected with another road that would take you to either Lansing or the Upper Peninsula if you stayed on it long enough. Hardly anyone ever did that, which Maggie considered a real shame and Ellie thought made perfect sense. Although she enjoyed the drive to Harper Loch sometimes, she thought her home state had far more ruralness to it than was strictly necessary. 

The other stoplight was in the very center where you could get to nearly every business within a single block all four ways. 

Kristy’s opened at eleven, and it was twenty minutes past that. Ellie wasn’t prepared to start working today—mostly because she didn’t want to be—but it wouldn’t hurt to scope out the bar. If she was going to end up washing glasses by hand, she needed to know that ahead of time. 

Besides, she hadn’t eaten breakfast. Kristy’s had some of the best ham and bean soup she’d ever eaten. She could have a bowl of that. 

Several of the tables in the café were occupied. The room was quiet enough that she could hear what was going on in the kitchen. Laughter and clanging pots and 1960s music playing quietly. The sound of The Lovin’ Spoonful singing “You Didn’t Have to Be So Nice” gave Ellie an unexpected surge of longing for her mother. 

Mom had taught Bryan and Selena the words to “Do You Believe in Magic” and made them believers in not only magic but their grandmother’s favorite music. At her funeral, they’d sung “Darling Be Home Soon,” and everyone had joined in, including Maggie at the piano. 

Ellie acknowledged that she was occasionally a watering pot—something she truly hated about herself—but she was nevertheless humiliated by the tears that slid down her cheeks in Kristy’s Hometown Café. 

“Ma’am?” The server approached, carrying menus. “You okay? Can we help you with something?”

Ellie sniffled and accepted the paper napkin the young woman handed her. “Sorry. I’m Ellie Wentz. I’m going to tend bar for a few weeks. I thought I’d stop in and get a feel for where I’ll be working.” She smiled, although it was undoubtedly a watery effort, and extended her hand. “You’re Avery, aren’t you. I’ve spent enough time here with Maggie that I think I know half the town.” 

“I remember now.” Avery shook her hand. “I’m so glad you’re coming to work here.” She offered her hand, smiling back. “Jess is helping unload a shipment. He’ll be right in. Go ahead and check out the bar. I have an order for a Jameson and a tequila sunrise if you’d like to pour them.”

“Will do. Let me get my hands washed and locate the bottles.” 

She didn’t think much of the bottle placement. Although the backbar itself was spotless and well arranged, the bottles weren’t displayed either prettily or—she suspected—efficiently. The glass washer was not a big one, but it was there—that had been her primary concern. 

She was glad she’d brought her little instruction book in with her. While she knew what went into a tequila sunrise, she wasn’t sure of the approximates. An employee is never supposed to overpour, but she wasn’t going to underdo it, either. 

Avery had said Jess would be right in, but it was fifteen minutes. Ellie had served three beers to guys who took seats at the bar and a rum and Coke to a lady working on a laptop at a corner table when the deep and not-quite-gruff voice she recognized from the phone said, “Coffee’s fresh if you’d like some.”

“That would be good. Cream and two sugars.” She didn’t look up, just continued wiping down the counter, although it was perfectly clean. Even offering coffee, the old man sounded like he had a mega-chip on his shoulder. 

She still hadn’t looked at him when Avery set a cup of coffee and a piece of pie on the bar. “Thank you.” Ellie’s gaze honed in on the pie. “Is that butterscotch?” 

“It is.” The server grinned at her. “You got it because it was the first piece out of the pan and I made a mess of it trying to put it on the plate.”

“Much appreciated.”

“I’ll take over here,” said the voice, and Ellie nodded, wringing out her bar towel.

“I hope you didn’t mind that I—” She looked up to get out of the man’s way and to finally meet his eyes. 

The most gorgeous green eyes she’d ever seen. They had little flecks of brown in them, and she’d bet if he wore a brown shirt, they’d would look hazel even though they weren’t. They were pure, mesmerizing jade. 

And he wasn’t old. Well, the grandkids would think he was, but what did they know? She hoped her jaw didn’t drop, as it would add jowls to her already slightly double chin. But Jesse Grant was definitely worthy of jaw-dropping and jowls. 

He was probably an inch or two over six feet, with darkish brown hair and a short, neatly trimmed salt-and-pepper beard. A small gold stud twinkled from his left ear and a thin scar ran around his jawline from his earlobe to his chin. It made him look ... dangerous. 

She was finding danger in a guy wearing a tails-out button down shirt with dark blue shorts and holding a bar towel that proclaimed it was a gift from Bent Twig Brewery. While it was true she was a devoted reader of romantic and women’s fiction novels, she very seldom saw their protagonists in real life. However, other than the towel and what looked like a permanent frown on his face, Jess totally fit the bill.  

“How old are you?’ she blurted, because he wasn’t old, and she was still trying to get her mind around that. 

“Fifty-six,” he said, the frown deepening. “How old are you?”

“Fifty-three.” It would be fifty-four in a few weeks, but she wasn’t going to hurry into it. 

His voice was the culprit. Although it was a nice voice ... deep ... there was a rustiness to it that lent it more age than it had earned. 

“I’ll bet when you sing, you sound like Rod Stewart.” The pie was delicious and the coffee was no less so. Maybe she could eat here all the time once she found a place to live. Not that she had any intention of staying either on the lake or in Placer. She liked both places, but she knew she would miss things like Walmart and Tom’s Food Market, her shopping mainstays. 

“More like Rod Stewart’s cat,” said Jess, and she nearly spewed her coffee. She hadn’t expected that response, although she wasn’t surprised by the enduring scowl that went with it.  

He stepped away, talking to the men at the bar and uncapping another beer for one of them. 

Ellie finished her pie and coffee, then took her dishes back to the kitchen. She was there to be the help, not be waited on. She introduced herself to Nancy, the cook, then went back into the dining room. “See you tomorrow,” she said to Avery, and nodded at Jess. 

He nodded back, then gave a short, beckoning whistle that stopped her as she walked away. She turned, frowning. “Yes?”

“What’s your name again?”

“Ellie Wentz.”

“Okay. I’ll have your paperwork in the morning. Do you have any questions?”

“Not now.” She would wait to tell him she wouldn’t always answer to a hey, you whistle. As a matter of fact, she’d just done it for the last time. If she hadn’t been rude enough to ask him how old he was right out of the acquaintance gate, there wouldn’t even have been a first time. 

Maggie was on the screened-in back deck of the Burl with her laptop when Ellie pulled in. They shared hugs, then Maggie said, “If you want to get yourself something to drink—and me, too—and bring it out here, I’ll talk to you when I finish this scene.”

“Okay.” Ellie stopped at the rocking chair near the back door to give belly rubs to Maggie’s dachshund, Chloe, and Sam’s Maine coon cat, Wilbur. 

Inside the Burl, Ellie made use of the bathroom off the laundry room, frowning at herself in the mirror. A spot of grenadine was visible on her white tank top, as well as some butterscotch from her pie. She really hated that she’d lost out on even a small bit of that. “You don’t look like a bartender,” she told her reflection. “You don’t look like anything.”
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JESS HADN’T EXPECTED the new bartender to be pretty. Maggie and his sister had both told him she was, but if he hadn’t learned anything else about women—which was highly possible—he’d learned that most of the time, they stuck together. If Ellie Wentz had been the kind of homely that made even her mother flinch, Maggie and Sadie would have said she was interesting looking, a hard worker, and a good dancer.

He guessed she was interesting looking, if it came right down to it, with that braided rope of copper-colored hair hanging halfway down her back and chocolatey brown eyes surrounded by what he figured were fake lashes. His niece wore the ones that reminded him of paintbrushes, and Ellie’s weren’t like that, but they sure were long and kind of curly. She had a little mole on her cheek, too, where a dimple might be if she had one, and it was heart shaped. It was probably fake, too. Her facial skin was so fair he’d bet it would burn if she watched a sunrise too long, but her arms were creamier, her shoulders and the backs of her hands freckled. 

“How was the drink?” he asked Maxine, when she came to the bar to pay her check. She owned the Dragonfly boutique and came into Kristy’s almost every day for lunch. She either drank ice water with lemon or a tequila sunrise, depending on what kind of day she was having at the shop. Today had been a tequila one. 

“It was heavenly. I feel like I can work this afternoon without having the urge to slit my throat or shoot customers for leaving a mess in the dressing room.” 

“That’s good.” He stopped himself from tracing the scar on his face and counted out her change, making sure she had ones for Avery’s tip. When she went to put one of them in the tip jar on the bar, he shook his head to tell her it wasn’t necessary but was unsurprised when she dropped it in anyway. Retail and service industry people stuck together as much as women did. At least, in Placer, Michigan, population 1067, they did. 

“She’s Maggie’s friend Ellie, isn’t she?” asked Maxine. “She was in the store once. She dresses well.”

He nodded, not having any idea if she dressed well or not. He had a feeling she didn’t worry much about it, which Sadie said was a giant step on the way to looking good. 

The thought made him smile to himself. If not caring made one appear well-dressed, he had it made. 

Phelps Enterprises, a premiere maker of parts that went into the building of prosthetic limbs, had had a dress code for its front office employees when he was a senior supervisor there. He hadn’t minded that much—he thought looking professional was a good thing to do. He used to go once a year and buy enough chinos and button-up shirts to go two weeks without worrying about laundry or dry-cleaning. He had ten ties, ten pairs of dressy socks, and shoes in black and brown. For meeting days or when he went into the field to instruct or make presentations at seminars, he had four sport coats. He got a haircut every four weeks and never grew facial hair because the rules about its grooming were so ridiculous even the CEO of the company gave up trying to have a mustache no one disapproved of.  

It had been a great company to work for, one he’d been proud of for a long time.

Until he wasn’t. 

When he left the company in December, he went home and cleared his closet and drawers of all work-related clothing up to and including his socks and shoes and dropped them off at the Waterfront Rescue Mission in Pensacola. A week later, he left the city where he’d spent most of his adult life and drove to Michigan with a U-Haul trailer behind him. 

He got there in time to spend the holidays with Sadie and her family, and it was great. It was also colder than a witch’s behind and it had been a good many years since he and his sister had shared living quarters—and even then it had only been sporadically. When she mentioned a cottage for rent on Harper Loch, he called the phone number and paid three months’ rent and a damage deposit sight unseen. 

He thought it was even colder at the lake, but five months later, he was still in the cottage. He fished most mornings if it was warm enough for his Floridian sensibilities, and joined other fishermen for coffee and breakfast at the big liars’ table at Harper Loch Mercantile. That was how he’d met Sam, who shared his devotion to golf and watching college sports on television.

Jess helped Kristy out when she needed it, although he’d been able to stay out of her public’s eye until she pleaded with him to run her bar and grill until she came back from having her baby. Her husband’s job made more money than she did, plus it provided their health insurance—he couldn’t run the restaurant, too. 

A soft spot for Sadie’s family was something he wasn’t about to admit to, but he agreed nevertheless. However, when the daytime bartender didn’t show up three days in a row, he fired him. Things had been a little sketchy since then. 

He wasn’t at all sure hiring the redhead was the best idea he’d ever had. She was too pretty, too girly, and too fragile looking with all that hair and fair skin—he hadn’t signed on to be a bouncer. But it was too late to second guess that now. She’d already arrived and she made good tequila sunrises and cleaned up after herself when Avery served her pie and coffee. 

It might work out. 

He took a six-pack of Bent Twig’s best wheat beer and a bottle of some disgustingly sweet wine Maggie liked when he drove his cottage’s golf cart around the lake for supper with Sam and Maggie. Both of his hosts were really good cooks who actually enjoyed it, so he seldom offered to take food. This time, though, he took dessert, a peach pie from the kitchen plus a couple of containers of ice cream.

The people who had owned the Burl before Maggie inherited it from her boss had loved their later-in-life home. Every time they had an idea or a new hobby, they acted on it and built onto the house. Although it was as odd looking as it was beautiful, Jess was fascinated by everything that was in it. His idea of a library had been a barrister bookcase in the hallway of his apartment, whereas the Burl’s library was a round room that connected two parts of the house. A long and narrow sewing room, with what Maggie said was a longarm quilting machine in its center, was at the end of a hallway upstairs. When Sam, an attorney, had moved to the lake from Muskegon when he and Maggie married last year, they’d converted the backyard shed into an office with a bathroom and a front porch. 

Maggie’s favorite things in her house were the transoms above many of its windows and doors. They were all leaded glass, some clear and many of them colored. Jess wasn’t big on color—he’d never met an off-white wall he didn’t like—but he loved the bold pieces of red that jumped out at him from each of the windows. 

Maggie laughed at him for that. She felt the same way about the windows’ pieces of blue as he did the red ones, which she scarcely even noticed. 

Sam was putting steaks on the grill when Jess parked the golf cart in the backyard. Maggie was at a little bistro table inside the screened-in deck—the screening in was a recent change; apparently the Eldridges didn’t much like the plethora of mosquitoes that made themselves at home around the lake. 

“Are you working?” he asked, stepping inside the porch.

“I am. I was done, but then I got this idea and I had to write it down before I forgot it—which usually happens within minutes. There’s mosquito dope on the counter in the kitchen if you and Sam want to be all macho around the grill with your beer. We’ll be eating inside, though. I hate sharing my food with bugs.”

“Well, we’ll just do that. You want this opened?” He lifted the bottle of wine. 

“Not now. I had a rather libatious afternoon already.”

Libatious? Sometimes he forgot she was a writer, but not when she used words like that. “Okay. I’ll put this away.”

The bartender was setting the table in the dining alcove of the big kitchen. “Hi,” he said, nodding when she looked over her shoulder. What the hell was her— “Annie.”

“Ellie,” she said briefly, and turned away. 

“Sorry.” He set the beer in the fridge and the wine in the cooler under the counter, then opened the fridge again to take out two bottles for Sam and himself. “Do you need help with anything?”

“No, thank you.”

He nodded again, and went outside with the beer, holding the door open for Maggie to come in, carrying her laptop. He sauntered across the yard. “Maggie says we can be macho,” he said, handing a bottle to Sam. 

“She may say that, but she doesn’t mean it. Chloe’s not the only lapdog in this family. I do my part, too.”

“I’ve never seen anybody look so happy when he admitted that.”

“We’re in our fifties. Being top dog instead of lapdog means absolutely nothing to me anymore.”

Sam was a quiet kind of guy for a lawyer. Jess thought that outside of the courtroom, he’d probably never felt the need to be top dog anywhere. Looking back, which was an idiot thing for anyone to do, Jess wished he’d realized long before he had that the top wasn’t necessarily the place he wanted to be either. 

Of the senior supervisors at Phelps, he’d moved and improved
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