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      I never wanted to set foot in Bayou Sabine again. It was one of those small towns with big teeth, the kind that grabs a hold of you and doesn’t let go—no matter how hard you try to get away.

      But now I was headed straight for it, after two days of driving from my home in North Carolina. I’d peeled off the interstate a few miles back and was now on a two-lane road that wound through the swampland like a ribbon. How could a road be so curvy in land that was so flat? It felt like I’d been driving on this hellish road for a week, but fortunately I was less than an hour away now.

      Bayou Sabine used to be one of my favorite places in the world, a place that meant solace, and freedom—but now it just reminded me of things I had lost and would never have again.

      This trip might give me a chance to fix that, though—and leave all that hurt behind, make it into something else. I finished my coffee, now cold, and rolled the windows down in the Jeep, hoping the fresh air might clear my head and stop me from fuming over my father.

      The closer I got, the more anxious I felt. But being here was my own fault. I’d volunteered for this trip, after all. In fact, I’d insisted on it.
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        * * *

      

      Just two days before, when my father had summoned me to his office, I knew there was going to be trouble. I’d had this hinky feeling all morning, starting when I’d spilled hot coffee down my blouse and then found a dead cardinal on my doorstep. There are omens in this world, my grandma Vergie used to say—and she wasn’t wrong.

      My father sat in his prized Mission-style chair, his phone cradled to his ear as he banged the keys of his keyboard, sending an angry email by the sound of it. He motioned for me to sit.

      I stood.

      With his gelled hair and oxford shirt, he looked like he belonged on a used car lot instead of in a remodeling business. He finally finished his phone call, setting the receiver down a little too hard. Must have been bad news.

      Without stopping his keyboard pounding, he said, “Enza, I only have a couple of minutes. I’ve changed my mind about Vergie’s house. I don’t think it’s worth the effort.”

      “What do you—” My thoughts whirled, dealing with this latest paternal ambush.

      “I’m sending Ray down there,” he said, interrupting me as he always did. “I’ve already talked with a few realtors and picked one that will get us the best price.”

      “I’m handling Vergie’s house. We agreed.”

      He glared at me with the same disdain he held for stray dogs and wailing babies. He banged a key with his index finger and a great whooshing sound filled the air. My father, while a local tycoon in the house-flipping business, was a man who still wrote paper checks at the grocery store, took calls on a land line, and used an email service that made a rocket-like sound when you clicked “send.”

      Pushing the keyboard aside like a plate he wanted bussed, he folded his arms over his chest and stared at me over the top of his wire-rimmed glasses. His cold gray eyes bored into mine.

      “Enza,” he said, making my name sound like a swear. “I don’t have the time or resources to waste on Vergie’s house. We’re selling as-is. I’m just sending Ray in to clean out the garbage, hire movers to empty the place out, and then connect with the realtor. We can handle the sale from right here.”

      “We had an agreement. You can’t just sell it out from under me.”

      When my grandma Vergie died a couple of months ago, she’d left her house to me. It was a surprise, since I hadn’t seen her in years. Dad had balked at my suggestion to keep it as a rental or a vacation home, saying, “You don’t want to be a landlord. And why on earth would anyone vacation down there?”

      The house was on a big plot of land in southeast Louisiana, just a little northwest of New Orleans. Bayou Sabine was a beautiful area, but there was no room in my father’s heart for nostalgia.

      He sighed. “I’m doing this for you, Enza. To save you from wasting your time and money.”

      “It’s a nice house, Dad. It wouldn’t take me long to flip it.”

      “It’s a dump in the middle of nowhere. I don’t have time for this, and neither do you. I need you on the Maple Street house.”

      My father had a knack for taking roughed-up houses and making them look like they belonged in the glossy pages of architectural magazines. I’d started working for him when I was in college and soon discovered I had a knack for it too. Dad made a name for himself in Raleigh, and the work was good—and usually, it was interesting. Some of the houses he bought were your standard red brick ranches left over from the 1970s, but for all his faults, he did have a discerning eye. He could sniff out a sweet little mid-century modern from fifty miles away, and he found some real gems that, with the right upgrades, made us an impressive profit.

      I did have a really good eye for the details—you’d never catch Dad splurging on garden tubs and stained-glass windows from the 1940s, but it was those kinds of touches that transformed an interesting house into something luxurious that a buyer saw as unique and therefore valuable. Lots of Dad’s high-end buyers were part of a crowd that liked to one-up their friends and brag about things like doors handcrafted from every kind of tree native to the county. Sometimes he had a client in mind, and sometimes he remodeled with a historical accuracy that made my heart race. I could geek out all day long over hand-carved newel posts and art deco tiles, and on the days that I got to restore a house with original materials made by master craftspeople, well—it made all the other headaches worth it.

      This fact put him in a tough spot. On the one hand, he wanted his progeny to take over his company one day. On the other hand, his progeny was me: a hard-headed thirty-one-year-old woman who pushes his buttons and aggravates his ulcers. I didn’t do things the way he did, and he was a control freak. This often put us at an impasse. Dad liked to micromanage me, and that was where things got hairy. When I occasionally reminded him that he didn’t micromanage the three men who worked for him, it got especially hairy—but I felt it was my duty to remind him that we were, in fact, in the twenty-first century, and women can work construction, too. No matter how much it irked him.

      “The house belongs to me,” I told him. “You can’t sell it without my permission.”

      He huffed. “Do you really want to put your own money into flipping it? You won’t get that money back. I can guarantee you that.”

      He knew I didn’t have the money. That was why we had this agreement: he’d allow me to use the company’s resources for repairs, and in exchange, the company would get a portion of the sale price that would cover those expenses and then some.

      “This is important to me, Dad.”

      He shook his head. “Why do you care so much about that house? It’s a money pit.”

      It was also the first flip that would be completely mine—I’d make the decisions, choose the upgrades, and prove that I could do a project on my own. I’d prove I could be successful outside of my father’s shadow.

      Words didn’t prove things like that to my father. But actions did—and cashier’s checks.

      I sat down in a chair across from him, already feeling exhausted. His eyes narrowed as they rested on my beat-up cowboy boots—my favorite pair, vintage brown and white with tulip and bluebird inlays. He grimaced whenever I wore them and called them unprofessional. In the beginning, he’d expected me to dress more like a real estate agent, in a nice skirt suit with heels—but skirt suits are completely against my nature. I was a jeans and tee shirt kind of gal who usually took five minutes to pull my hair back in a ponytail and could sometimes be bothered to put on a little mascara, but that was the extent of my preening. My curvy figure and wildly curly hair had made for hurtful teenage years, and I’d never paid much attention to fashion or trends. My father was of no help of course, and my mother was long gone, so I’d fumbled my way through my formative years and came out the other side being comfortable when I was as invisible as possible. That was hard when heels put me just over six feet tall, and even though I had my mother’s soft face, I intimidated most men.

      It seemed more beneficial to focus on beautifying houses than myself.

      “Just let this one go. You’ll thank me later.”

      My face felt hot with rage. For five years I’d been patient, doing all the dirty work he handed me. I’d filled dumpsters with all the garbage left from houses that had been auctioned, houses that had sat vacant for months and been damaged by vandals. But this was why his business thrived: so many houses had sturdy bones and amazing craftsmanship—but most people couldn’t see beyond peeling paint and gross wallpaper. Sometimes the level of gross was so bad I felt like I needed a haz-mat suit.

      He considered training me an investment, and his investments needed to bring returns. Turning my grandmother’s house around might finally prove I wasn’t as wayward as he thought.

      When I stood, he didn’t shift his gaze to me.

      “We had an agreement. This one is mine.”

      “This sentimentality is going to cost you a fortune,” he said. “And by extension, cost me a fortune.”

      “This isn’t about sentimentality. And you’ll get your money.”

      He sighed, tapping his pen on the desk. “It’s nothing but a swamp down there,” he said. “The house won’t be like you remember.” He had a strange look on his face, one I couldn’t decipher. Usually I could read my father well, because he doesn’t have the time for things like subtext. This look wasn’t anger or fear, exactly, but he was definitely hiding something.

      I shook it off, focused on winning him over. “Still, I want to see it through. And if you don’t let me handle it, I won’t do anything else with the Maple Street house.”

      His eye twitched.

      The Maple Street house was his darling. It was a ridiculous colonial with columns bigger around than I am, with three thousand square feet of ornate chair rails, peeling paint, and blemished heart pine floors. It needed loads of work, but he’d make seven figures on that house if he let me handle the details that he had no patience for. And he knew it.

      He sniffed, and there was that squirrelly look again that made me think he knew something about Vergie’s house that he wasn’t telling me.

      It had been years since I’d been down to her house. When I was a kid, I spent summers with Vergie. But when I was sixteen, shortly after Mom left (no one ever told me why, and eventually I gave up asking), my father told me there would be no more summers with Vergie. She doesn’t want you to visit any more, he said flatly. Being a teenager, thinking the world hated me, I took that to mean Vergie hated me too.

      It never occurred to me until years later that my father might have lied.

      I could have sought Vergie out. But part of me believed my father and thought she really didn’t want to see me. After all, she was my mom’s mother. They had the same blood. Could they not have the same tendency to abandon me for no reason? I was scared that if I did go to see her, she’d turn me away and confirm everything my father said.

      I couldn’t take that kind of hurt again.

      Years passed, and I shoved those memories to the back of my brain, hardly thinking of Vergie at all.

      But then she died. Alone, for all I knew. And then I hated myself for not visiting her. Dad wouldn’t even go to the funeral with me. I’d stood in the back of the church because I didn’t want everyone talking to me like I knew her so well, her only grandchild. The little chapel was packed with people—easily a hundred—all fanning themselves in the heat. The whole time I felt like an impostor. I didn’t even go to her house because I knew all those people would be there, swapping stories over casseroles. I couldn’t bear hearing all the things about her I’d missed out on.

      

      “Fine,” he said. “Four weeks. And the minute you get back, you’re on Maple Street.”

      Four weeks was an impossibly short time. He was setting me up to fail.

      “Fine,” I said. I’d find a way to do it.

      “And don’t get attached,” he said. “I realize you have a propensity for lost causes, but this can’t be one of them.”

      “Let me remind you of the last lost cause, which earned you one hundred and eighty-five thousand in profit.”

      “That was an anomaly.”

      “It was an opportunity you missed, and you just can’t admit it.”

      He reached for the phone and said, “Would you excuse me so I can get back to work here?” He was already dialing before I got to the door.

      I stopped. “Why do you think she left the house to me?”

      He sighed, laying his glasses on the desk. “Who could ever explain Vergie? She was nutty as a fruitcake.” There was that unreadable look again. What is he hiding?

      “I’ll call when I get there.”

      “Bonne chance,” he said, arching his brow. “You’re gonna need all the luck you can get.”

      I slammed the door behind me. I didn’t need luck, and I was going to prove it.
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        * * *

      

      According to my phone’s GPS, I had less than thirty minutes left on this winding road through the swamp, but if you’d asked for my honest opinion, I’d have told you I’d passed that same group of cypress trees five times already and would likely die on this road.

      It was a little after three o’clock and already so hot that my clothes were sticking to me. When I had the windows down, I could feel the heaviness of the air and knew my hair was frizzing beyond control. So I rolled the windows up and cranked up the air conditioning, figuring I’d just have to get acclimated some other time, when I wasn’t wearing jeans.

      The summers hadn’t felt so hot when I was a kid. Starting in grade school, I’d visit Vergie’s for three months every June when school let out, and I was outside nearly every minute of the day. It was my favorite time of the year because I could run around barefoot, swim in the creek, and I didn’t have to be ladylike—ever. With Vergie, life seemed more magical. Anything was possible when I was with her.

      My phone buzzed in the seat next to me, under a road atlas (purchased in case I ventured off roads covered by GPS) and a couple of moon pies I’d grabbed at the last gas station. I ignored it, but when it continued to buzz, I fished it out and saw the screen was filled with missed text messages. The reception was spotty out here, and as I quickly scrolled, careful to keep my eyes on the road, I saw that they were mostly from my father. A couple were from my best friend Kate.

      Kate: Are you there yet? Ha ha. Call me when you get settled. Just want to know you made it past the rougarou. Oh, wait. He’s in Raleigh. nm.

      Dad: Call me asap.

      Dad: Did you charge a room at the Marriott last night? You know you need to stay at a place on the approved list.

      Dad: Why are you not answering your phone?

      Dad: You are staying at Vergie’s house, correct? A hotel is not in your budget.

      Dad: Enza, call me. This is your father.

      “Jesus,” I said, scrolling down. There were missed calls and texts from the last two hours. I started to voice-text Dad, and then thought better of it. He could wait.

      I shoved the phone into the cup holder and turned on the radio. Music was about the only thing that could push my father’s voice out of my head. I searched the stations and settled on one that sounded like Dixieland, with a washboard and a smooth trombone.

      The old two-lane highway felt like the only solid ground. With the black water so close, I felt like the earth might open up and devour me at will. The trees were full of moss, the water creeping up their trunks like it was swallowing them. The afternoon light was already starting to fade, the swamp gobbling it up, too.

      The song changed to something slower and more soulful, something familiar. As soon as the words started, I was yanked back to a summer day years before. Vergie and I were sitting on a quilt in one of the old cemeteries, back in a corner under an oak tree with limbs that undulated along the ground like tentacles. She was telling me ghost stories while we had tea and beignets, the powdered sugar clinging to our noses. We sat still as tombstones while a funeral procession passed, the people dancing as music filled the whole sky.

      “Why are those people having such a good time?” I asked. “Isn’t that a funeral?”

      “That’s the grandest way you can say goodbye to someone,” Vergie said.

      Vergie’s own funeral had been tame compared to the scene that day, and now I felt guilty that we hadn’t given her a send-off like that one. She would have appreciated that, and I would have remembered if I hadn’t stayed away so long.

      Why had it taken me fifteen years to come back?

      Tears pricked my eyes and, next to me, the phone buzzed again.

      I cursed, thinking I should just answer so Dad would leave me alone. The screen lit up with another text message demanding that I call.

      I started to voice-text a reply and when I looked up at the road, saw a big log stretched across my whole lane. I punched the brake and swerved to the left, realizing two things at once:

      One, that was no log. It was a ginormous alligator.

      Two, my swerve had sent me straight toward the brackish water.

      I yelped, gripping the wheel and fighting to stay on the hard ground. The phone clattered to the floor. The brakes squealed. I bit my lip so hard I tasted blood.

      The alligator blinked.

      I cringed, expecting to hear an awful thud, but I missed its snout by what felt like a millimeter, the tires screeching as I passed.

      My heart hammered in my chest and finally the Jeep came to a stop. I’d over-corrected and ended up on the right shoulder. The black water was mere feet away, the cypress trees looming above. I took a deep breath and looked in the side mirror. No traffic, and just the tip of the gator’s tail, disappearing into the weeds. Vergie used to tell me old voodoo legends about alligators, how they were tricksters, always causing trouble.

      My foot touched the gas, but the Jeep stayed put. I punched it harder and heard the whirr of tires that were stuck someplace they didn’t want to be. Cursing, I hopped out to check. The back right tire was sunk into the soft earth, the front right one just barely in the muck. Not wanting to risk digging myself in deeper, I fished around in the back of the Jeep for my emergency kit: it usually contained a crowbar, a jack, a bag of cat litter, and a scrap of plywood that could get me out of most emergencies.

      I dumped some cat litter around the two right tires and placed the board down in front of the back tire. A rusty pickup rumbled toward me, coming from the opposite direction. As I climbed back into the Jeep, the driver gave me a long look, but he hardly slowed down. I turned the tires a little as I nudged the gas. It rocked a few times, then lurched forward and caught hold of the litter and the plywood. Once on solid ground, with two wheels on the pavement, I hopped out and put the wood in the back.

      I glanced around, half expecting to see the gator again, but it was long gone.

      “Welcome back,” I muttered to myself, knowing Vergie would call the gator an omen, and wishing to all the powers above that it wasn’t.
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        * * *

      

      A little while later, I drove right past Vergie’s driveway, not recognizing it until I caught a glimpse of the pale blue goose she’d left by the mailbox like a sentinel. The paint was peeling, but the goose stood firmly in a patch of daylilies, just as it had since I was a girl. I turned around and eased onto the dirt drive, and felt the hollow in my chest expand, the void Vergie had left.

      Cypress trees lined the road to the house, their limbs curling toward the ground. The breeze tickled the drooping leaves of the trees, and in the distance there was a faint clink of glass, like a wind chime. Just beyond the house stood a spirit tree, bottles hanging from its branches like Christmas ornaments. It had been there long before Vergie, but she had added a few herself. She used to tell me those bottles captured evil spirits, and kept them from roaming through the bayou and attaching themselves to good folks that lived nearby. I’d never really believed they held ghosts, but I liked the sound of the wind whistling over the lips of the bottles. Now, as the light glinted blue and green in the leaves of the tree, the sound felt more melancholy than soothing.

      This place had a wildness that was hard not to love. It smelled sweet like magnolia, bitter like the swamp. Egrets dotted the trees like blooms of cotton, preening themselves in the slivers of sunlight. The driveway wound back into the woods, hidden from the main road. When at last I pulled into the yard, I was surprised at how small the house seemed compared to my memory of it. It was still plenty big at two stories high, but it was a paler shade of blue than I remembered, and the roof was missing some shingles. The porch was cluttered with potted flowers and strings of lights hanging from the eaves, and a hammock was strung between two corner posts. I could almost see Vergie’s silhouette in the rocker, and I knew then that I’d made the right decision.

      This place was a part of her, and it was a part of me too. I had to do this right, for both of us.

      It wasn’t until I saw a pair of feet dangling from the hammock that I noticed the truck parked under a tree at the edge of the yard. A small dark pickup with patches of rust-like spots on a horse. I squinted at the feet, thinking surely I was seeing something that wasn’t there. But there was no mistaking the shape of the body in the hammock, and the lazy swinging motion.

      I leapt from the car and slammed the door so hard that a head rose above the banister. My father had dealt with squatters before, but I’d never expected to find one here, just weeks after Vergie was gone. Striding toward the steps, I cursed myself for not coming by when I was in town for the funeral. This was a complication I did not need.

      I tried to cool my temper and concentrated on the sound of my boot heels pounding the dirt. There was no turning back now, because the man had definitely seen me.

      Stay calm, I told myself.

      The man sat up in the hammock, looking straight at me, and I swallowed hard as I reached the steps.
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      The man’s hair was rumpled, as if he’d slept in that hammock all night. His shirt, rolled to his elbows, clung tight to his biceps. He looked only a few years older than me, but had tiny wrinkles around his eyes and lips that suggested he’d spent more time in the sun. And he looked familiar—but why? How could I have seen him anywhere before?

      “Hi there,” he said, sitting up straight. “Are you lost?”

      “No,” I said, planting my hands on my hips. Be calm, I thought. This doesn’t have to get ugly.

      “I don’t get too many visitors. I figured you took a wrong turn off the main road. You’d have to be lost to end up out here.” His drawl made my ears tingle in a nice way, but the way he lounged in the hammock like he owned the place made me want to push him out of it head first.

      “Who are you?” I said. “And what are you doing here?”

      He sat up straighter, running his hands through his dark hair. It was short, but stood out in tufts, as if the wind had pulled it through the holes in the hammock. “I believe it’s customary for the interloper to identify herself to the current inhabitant,” he said, half-smiling. “Not the other way around.”

      “This is my house,” I said, keeping my voice even. “So that makes you the interloper.”

      He smiled, as if amused. “Darlin’, I think you’ve got me confused with somebody else that lives in the middle of nowhere. Who are you looking for?” His tone was cool and even, almost teasing, as if this sort of thing happened all the time.

      “I’m not looking for a who,” I said. “I’m looking for a house. This house. And last I checked, I didn’t have any long-lost cousins living in it.”

      He glanced around him. “Well, one of us is in the wrong place. And it ain’t me.” His dark blue eyes held me in a warm gaze that in any other situation would make me want to lean in closer.

      “This is my grandmother’s house,” I said. “Or rather, it was. Now it’s mine.”

      He cocked his head. “You mean Vergie?” His eyes lit up. “Well, why didn’t you say so, darlin’?” He eased out of the hammock as slow as a lazy river. Even his voice had swagger, and I imagined what it would sound like against my ear.

      I shook my head to erase the thought.

      When he stood, he smoothed his shirt down against his body and my eyes tracked his hands. Tall and muscular, he towered over me, easily six foot-two or -three. His shirt—the kind with pearl snaps—fit snug against his body. I took in the distressed jeans, the harness boots, the intense blue eyes and long lashes—he didn’t look like any squatter I’d encountered before. And he certainly didn’t behave like one.

      He held out his hand, smiling like I was some long-lost friend, and feeling mesmerized, I shook it.

      “I’m Jack Mayronne,” he said. His big hand squeezed mine, and I swallowed hard as something that felt like static electricity rippled down my arm.

      “Enza Parker,” I said, struggling to keep my voice firm. “You knew my grandmother?” The nagging feeling returned. Where had I seen him? At this house when I was a teenager? Recently, when I was back for the funeral? I’d blocked so many of those images from my mind, and right now was not the time to try to recover them.

      His thumb slid along my palm, and I saw a tattoo peeking out from under the sleeve of his shirt, a black curve like a snake. I wondered how far up it went.

      “Sure,” he said, holding my hand a little too long. “She was a fine lady. And if you come from that stock, I guess you’re all right.”

      “That still doesn’t explain what you’re doing in her house.”

      He grinned, revealing perfect white teeth and dimples that were made for disarming people like me. “You’re definitely Vergie’s.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He looked up at me through thick lashes and said, “She was feisty, too. Always made it plain what she wanted.”

      I felt my cheeks redden, and I hoped he didn’t notice. Maybe he’d think it was the heat, since summer in Louisiana feels like being inside an oven.

      “I get it, though. I’m not exactly what you expected to find here.” He leaned against the porch rail, one hand on his hip. “I’ve been renting this place for several months now,” he said. A dog crossed the yard and bounded onto the porch. It lifted one ear toward the sound of Jack’s voice and then sat by his feet. “Hey, jolie,” he said, bending down to pat her on the head. She was stocky, and speckled brown and gray like granite, with expressive ears and a docked tail. Her eyes narrowed in my direction, and she let out a half-hearted bark.

      “A Catahoula,” I said, holding my hand out for her to sniff.

      “Yeah, a sneaky one,” Jack said, and she snorted.

      “The lawyer didn’t mention anyone renting this house,” I said, feeling a little more relaxed. If Jack was going to cause me any trouble, I figured he’d have done it by now.

      “Probably didn’t know. Vergie had only been living in the city for about six months. She let me stay here for practically nothing, just so it wouldn’t sit empty.”

      “In the city?”

      “She was staying in New Orleans with a friend,” he said, still stroking the dog’s fur. “Didn’t you know?”

      “We were out of touch for a long time.”

      “I was awful sad to hear about her,” he said, sitting down on the steps. “They broke the mold when they made Vergie.”

      It bothered me that he knew more about my own grandmother than I did. And it hurt when I thought about how I’d avoided this place for so long, how I’d gone so many years without seeing the woman who had been like a second mother to me. I pushed those thoughts away to stop my voice from cracking. “I spent every summer here when I was a kid,” I said, sitting down next to him.

      Ordinarily, I wouldn’t let my guard down with a stranger, but the drive and the humidity had left me weak. With no breeze, the air was stifling, and I was grateful for any patch of shade.

      “Me, too,” he said. “I mean, I used to work for her. Started when I was about seventeen.”

      “Really?”

      “Yard work and odd jobs. She was trying to keep me out of trouble, I think.”

      I smiled, wondering if that was true.

      “Strange,” he said. “We could have met years ago. Wouldn’t that be something?” He stared at me for a long moment, then smiled and looked away.

      The dog pressed her nose against my thigh. She squinted at me and then dropped her head on my knee as I scratched her ears.

      “You all right?” he asked. “You look a little pale.” He set those eyes on me again, and I felt like I’d burn up right there on the porch. He seemed to genuinely care, despite the fact that I’d accused him of trespassing.

      “It’s the heat,” I said. “I’m not used to it anymore.”

      He nodded. “Where are you coming from?”

      “Raleigh.” My eyes drifted to the inside of his forearm, to his tattoo. I had a soft spot for tattoos—especially the mysterious kind only partially revealed by clothing. I didn’t want him to catch me staring, though, so I looked back to the dog, who had started to drool on my knee. Apparently she’d decided I was no longer a threat.

      “How about a glass of water?” he asked, touching my arm like we were old friends.

      “Sure, thanks.”

      He studied me like he thought I might faint. “It’s a hot one today. I’d bring you inside, but the A/C units have been acting up, blowing fuses every chance they get. I’m trying to give them a rest.”

      I leaned back against the porch rail, feeling light-headed. Adrenaline crash, I thought. From the near-miss with the gator.

      “At least out here there’s a breeze,” he said. He disappeared into the house, leaving me on the porch. I pictured myself sitting in a rocker with Vergie, sipping tea and eating macaroons. It didn’t seem possible that someone else could live here now.

      “Here you go, chère,” Jack said, sitting next to me again.

      Chère. I fought back a smile, thinking that was likely his way of getting anything he wanted from a woman. There probably weren’t many that could turn down the likes of him, with his easy swagger and his soothing drawl. Not to mention those piercing eyes.

      Jack’s knee brushed mine, and I instinctively moved my leg away. “You know you have to leave,” I said, trying to be as nice as possible while standing my ground. Being a landlord was not anywhere on my to-do list.

      “Usually it takes longer for women to tell me that.”

      “Sorry,” I told him, sipping the water. “I’m no good at evicting people.”

      “Then don’t,” he said, his voice light. He smiled again, and it was hard to look away.

      “I’m not in the business of renting, Mr. Mayronne. I’m here to fix this house and sell it. I’m afraid that means you have to leave.”

      “But I live here,” he said. “You know how hard it is to find nice places out this way?”

      “Didn’t you think that when the landlady died, you should start looking for a new house?” I leaned against the banister, fanning myself. “I’m sorry that this comes as a surprise to you, but I’ve got no other option.”

      He arched a brow. “I paid Miss Vergie in advance each month, paid her just before she died. I figured this day might come eventually—I just thought I’d have more time, I guess.”

      I tried to wrap my head around the logic of that. It was hard to give him a firm glare when he offered me that sad half-smile.

      Like a calf in a hailstorm, Vergie would have said.

      “How about if I refund your rent?”

      He ran his hands through his hair. “How about you keep renting to me instead?”

      I laughed but then saw he was serious. “I’m no landlord, Mr. Mayronne. I don’t have time for that kind of responsibility.”

      “How hard can it be, chère? You just collect a check now and then.” His dimples showed again. “And what’s with the mister? I’m Jack.”

      “I don’t live around here. I can’t keep this place up.”

      “I’ve been keeping it up just fine. You think I called Miss Vergie every time a pipe burst? I’ve been fixing things up all the while. You wouldn’t need to be nearby.” He sounded insulted, but was clearly teasing.

      The place did look all right, but he’d done some half-assed repairs. A couple of boards on the porch were unfinished, recently replaced. The paint on the door and window sills was fresher than the rest, making the older paint look dirty. The inside was probably peppered with spots that needed a matching coat of paint or a few finishing nails. People were constantly doing do-it-yourself repairs only halfway, which always meant more work for me.

      “You’ll have to find another place,” I said. “I’m sorry.”

      The dog sat up, ears flat.

      “You can’t just kick me out, chère.” His bright blue eyes flashed darker as he became flushed. When the light hit them, I saw little flecks of green, and I wanted to lean in for a better look. He was turning on the charm big time, and it was clear he’d try anything to stay.

      I set the glass of water on the ground and stood so I could glare down at him. “I’m the owner, Mr. Mayronne. I can do whatever I want.” He might have been a friend of Vergie’s, but that didn’t mean he’d have her roof over his head for the rest of his life.

      The dog growled, deep in her throat, and wiggled her haunches. Jack pointed a finger at her, and she stopped. “Come on, chère,” he said. “I don’t want any trouble. But I don’t want to be out of a home, either.”

      “Look, this isn’t personal. This is running a business.”

      He stood then, rising a head higher than me. “This is not what your grandmother would want,” he said calmly.

      I climbed to the top step to look him in the eye again. “How would you know what she’d want?” I leaned closer. “How dare you.”

      “Because she was thoughtful and considerate,” he said, standing so close I could see those stupid green flecks in his eyes, “and she wouldn’t kick a man out into the cold.”

      “I don’t think you have to worry about the cold around here.”

      He leaned against the banister. “I signed a lease, you know. I’m supposed to have a few months left.”

      “There’s a loophole for the death of the landlord. Those are standard.” I glared at him until he finally looked away.

      He paced across the porch. His broad shoulders drooped as he shoved his hands in his pockets. I felt bad for the guy, but there wasn’t an easy way out of this. As Jack Mayronne scratched his stubbly chin, he reminded me of the last man I fell in love with. He used to scratch his chin like that when he was deep in thought. I could still feel the roughness of that cheek against my skin, tickling me, teasing me. The thought made me shiver.

      I shoved the thought away. Right now I needed to focus on fixing this house and showing my father that he was wrong about me. That would be one delicious moment.

      But first I had to get rid of this man who seemed as rooted here as the cypress in the backyard.

      “Surely we can come to some kind of agreement,” he said.

      “Yes. You can leave as soon as possible. I have to start work immediately.”

      “How long will it take you to fix this place up like you want it?”

      I studied the peeling paint, the hedges that were overtaking the rails. “What difference does that make?”

      “Come on. Humor me.”

      “I couldn’t say without seeing the inside.”

      “So let’s take a tour.” He pushed the front door open and motioned for me to go in. The dog raced through ahead of us.

      Before I could argue, he gently led me inside by the elbow. He could easily bash me over the head, but if I wanted to see the house, my options were limited. This seemed to be the only peaceful way. And it would be a mistake to get him angry. People often get defensive about their homes, and I needed to stay on Jack Mayronne’s good side.

      “How about you let me stay—just while you fix things up,” he said. “That should give me enough time to find another place.”

      I barely heard him as we walked down the hallway into the kitchen. I saw myself at twelve years old, sitting at the table playing checkers with Vergie, both of us wearing frilly old dresses, sipping imaginary mint juleps and fanning ourselves with antique lace fans. The room was plainer now, with straight lace sheers over the windows. But the old table and chairs remained.

      “Most of her stuff is still here,” he said. “She rented it furnished, and I travel light.”

      I felt a pang of guilt. How could I not know she was living someplace other than her home?

      “So you’re Martine’s daughter, then?” he asked.

      I stopped. “How do you know my mother?”

      He turned toward me, hesitating, and then said, “Just from Vergie talking about her sometimes.”

      The thought of him knowing about my mother left me dumbstruck. I followed him through the house in a trance, sorting out what was real and what was not.

      He led me through the living room, the back bedroom and the sitting room, and I tried to remember the last time I talked to Vergie. The few times I’d prodded my father to explain why I couldn’t see her anymore, he had quickly changed the subject. After my mother left, the summer visits had stopped. Why had I cut all ties simply because my father had? At sixteen, I could have called her. I could have written letters. I could have stood up to my father.

      Why had I never stood up for what I wanted?

      The dog was at my heels, her eyes fixed on me.

      “Don’t mind Bella,” Jack said. “She’s just trying to herd us.”

      “What?”

      “It’s what old swamp dogs do. Stop you from getting lost forever.”

      Her bobbed tail wagged.

      I followed Jack as he climbed the stairs, distracted by the sway in his shoulders and his hips. He had an easy way about him, but he seemed as solid as the earth beneath us. His hands were solid, too—those of a man who knew exactly what he was capable of, exactly how he could mold bare materials into what he wanted.

      Oh, what good hands to have.

      “There’s a good bit to be done here, I guess,” he said, pausing in the upstairs hallway. “I helped her with small things, like the cabinets and floors, but I didn’t get into any big projects.”

      The banister was cool under my fingers. It was as big around as my thigh, carved in a Victorian style with simple lines. The spindles were square, not those dainty round ones that most people went for.

      “I could probably be done in a couple of weeks,” I said, peeking into the first upstairs bedroom. The bed was made up with a patchwork quilt, an antique desk and chair by the window. The curtains rippled like water in the breeze. It looked like it had been empty for years.

      He laughed, shaking his head. “A couple of weeks? You won’t find people around here who’ll work that fast.”

      “No people. Just me.”

      He stopped cold. “You’re going to fix all of this by yourself?”

      “Sure.” I wandered through the next room, a makeshift study and library. When I turned back to him, he was slack-jawed.

      “What, you’ve never seen a woman fix a house?” I get a kick out of watching people’s reactions when I tell them what I do. It was like the idea of a woman wielding a hammer and paintbrush for purposes that didn’t include hanging pictures or painting with watercolor was too much to fathom. “I do this for a living,” I said.

      His mouth curled into a crooked smile that must have broken half the hearts in the parish. “Guess they don’t make many like you any more, either,” he said.

      “I was sort of a tomboy growing up.”

      “Could have fooled me.” His eyes drifted down to my feet, then back up to meet mine.

      That look made me more aware of how my clothes stuck to me in this relentless heat. Not expecting to meet a soul today, I’d thrown on a thin camp-style shirt and an old pair of tight jeans with holes in the knees. I pushed the sleeves up higher and placed my hands on my hips, staring him down.

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for the manual labor type,” he said.

      “I still like to get my hands dirty. Some things never change.”

      He smiled and motioned for me to follow him down the hall. I noted the cracks in the plaster, the ancient light fixtures with their painted glass, and the way Jack’s broad shoulders strained the seams of his shirt.

      His playfulness was disarming. He was so good-natured, even when he was about to be evicted. It felt easy to be with him, and for me that was rare.

      “I think I have the answer,” he said, leading me toward the back bedrooms. “It’s win-win.”

      “I’m listening.” One of the remaining bedrooms had a bed and dresser, an antique highboy with ball-and-claw feet. The last room was empty of furniture but full of boxes.

      “How about I stay here while you do whatever work you need to do, and then you can turn me out into the cold, gator-infested bayou. While I’m here, I’ll help you with the repairs. I’m pretty good with hammers and miter saws and whatnot.”

      “What makes you think I need any more hands?” Especially those hands, which I too easily envisioned gripping my hips instead of a hammer.

      He led me back down the stairs. “Simple math. If you have me to help you, then the work gets done twice as fast.”

      “Assuming you can take orders. And assuming your work is top-notch.”

      “Well, of course. And I figure you’re going to need somebody who knows all the locals—what if you need a plumber or an electrician? You need someone who can tell you which sub-contractors are reliable and who’s gonna rip you off.”

      “Good point, but there’s still one problem. I was going to stay here while I worked.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      “I can’t stay here if you’re here. And hotels will cost a fortune. That’s not in the budget.”

      He nodded toward the upstairs. “You can stay here. It’s not like we’re short on rooms.”

      I laughed. “Stay here with you? Not a chance.” There was no way I’d share a house with a total stranger.

      There was a hint of a smile. “What? I’m not the big bad wolf, chère.” He walked back onto the porch, pulled a cigarette from his pocket and lit it with a match. “Miss Vergie trusted me. You can trust me too.”

      “Bless her heart, but Grandma Vergie was a little bit nuts,” I said.

      She always took in strays, and this Jack Mayronne was just her final one—hell, she’s probably where I got my inclination. She never locked her doors and always trusted everybody to do right. I was slower to trust people because I’d learned over and over that when you let people get close, they hurt you. They leave you. Friends said I was guarded, but to me that was just watching out for yourself. It made life less painful.

      He shook the match, and the scent of sulfur and cloves filled the air between us. “I’ll make you a deal,” he said. “If I misbehave, you can banish me to the couch at the firehouse. That’s incentive enough to be good, believe me.”

      “The firehouse?”

      He nodded. “Engine Six. On the other side of the canal.”

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for a firefighter.”

      He stroked his chin, a mischievous glint in his eye. “You might find I’m full of pleasant surprises.”

      It was hard to picture him in a fire truck. He seemed too laid back to squeeze himself into a state-regulated uniform.

      “Look, I get it,” he said. “You think I’m just another hooligan trying to pull a fast one. You want to see my shield?”

      “Actually, I do.”

      He pulled his wallet from his back pocket and flipped it open. A flash of brass caught my eye. He stared at me intently, as if I might reveal something, too.

      “Still, I don’t even know you,” I said, leaning against the porch rail. “I’m not in the habit of moving in with strange men.”

      “Well, I’m not accustomed to taking in strange women,” he said. “But I’m willing to concede in order to help both of us out of a sticky situation. This way, you get to do your job, and I keep a roof over my head.”

      “Can’t you stay at the firehouse for a few weeks?”

      His eyebrows rose as he took a long drag on the cigarette. “It’s kind of crowded right now,” he said. “Got a few guys in the dog house and such. Happens about this time every year.”

      “In June?”

      “I don’t understand it, either. Something about summer, I suppose.”

      “You have a copy of the lease?” I asked.

      “Sure,” he said. “It’s around here somewhere.”

      “I’d like to see it.”

      He nodded, crushing the clove cigarette into the step.

      I followed him into the kitchen, where he rooted through a drawer by the stove.

      Against my better judgment, I found myself relenting. “I can’t do this if I don’t know anything about you,” I said.

      “OK,” he said, thumbing through the papers. “Fair enough.”

      “I have questions.”

      He smiled. “I have answers.”

      I poured myself another glass of water. He stepped away from the drawer just long enough to pull a chair out from the table for me, like it was a reflex. The gesture struck me as tender, and then I realized why he seemed familiar.

      “You were at the funeral,” I said, with a gasp. Even though I’d pushed the details deep down, they still seeped out sometimes.

      He glanced up from the stack of papers and fixed his eyes on me.

      I remembered those eyes now, that curious stare. From the service at the church. In the storm. “You gave your seat to two little old ladies,” I said.

      He cocked his head and smiled. “You’re the one that ran out into the storm. I was talking to your friend before she went after you.”

      I cringed at the memory. I’d been overwhelmed thinking about my mom leaving, Vergie dying and the possibility of running into my mother there. I’d dashed out of the church into a raging thunderstorm and stood on the lawn in the pouring rain until my friend Kate came out and dragged me to the car.

      “You cut your hair,” I said. “I didn’t recognize you.”

      He blinked slowly, as if replaying the whole day in his mind. “I didn’t recognize you not-soaked.”
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