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      Family names are often the best names. This is how little girls get names like “Piper” or “Carlisle”

      

      The water got higher. It was cold, so cold, pushing on her legs first, then her waist. Though she tugged and cried, the car door wouldn’t open, and the windows didn’t work. Everything had to be too wet for any electrical connections. What she wouldn’t give for that old beater car with the crank down windows that her dad had taught her to drive on.

      The touch button amenities were literally going to kill her.

      She couldn’t get out.

      Unable to stop herself, she screamed in terror. Then she screamed again.

      But nothing changed. No one could hear her. The car was entirely underwater, and she’d been alone on the road before she veered off. If she was going to survive, it would be from inside the car. Pushing frantically at the seat belt release, she started to panic. She was stuck!

      Trying to calm the panic that was taking over, she searched frantically for something useful. Did she have a window cracker? She did not. She was going to die because she was stupid. Tears leaked from the corners of her eyes. The last thing she needed was more water!

      Gulping a hysterical laugh, Carlisle felt her wishes turn to regrets. She hadn’t told her mom that she loved her. Her brother was still off in a foreign war. She hadn’t talked to her twin in months. At least she’d seen her dad yesterday.

      She had to live! There was no other option, though she was pretty sure fate had other ideas. Twisting, frantic, panicked, and desperate, she looked into the back seat. The white caps of the two-liter sodas she’d bought for her nieces’ party bobbed in the murky water, taunting her with the end of her life.
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        * * *

      

      Sucking in the cold night air, Carlisle bolted upright, her lungs heaving, her heart pounding in her chest. The memories pressed in, but at least now she could start to place them as memories. She was in her own bed and she wasn’t actually dying right now.

      Even knowing that didn’t change her body’s reaction, didn’t peel back the fear. Though the dream was starting to slough away, it was something else that had woken her.

      This had to pass. Didn’t it?

      She’d survived. She was thriving, wasn’t she? Jane even had a brilliant idea, all because Carlisle had to be rescued from a sinking car. The pothole that had made her overcorrect and sent her into the water had been filled in. The streets were getting some much-needed repairs as a benefit from her accident, too. 

      She tried to talk herself down. Carlisle picked up the squeeze ball from the side of the bed. Ignoring the sweat that trickled between her shoulder blades, she began passing the ball from hand to hand, swinging the motion wide. It wasn’t like there was anyone else in her bed to hit, so she got a little aggressive.

      With more deep breaths that worked but didn’t feel any better, she told herself not to spook so easily and tried to get her racing heart to calm the hell down. 

      She repeated to herself, I am okay. I am alive. I am safe⁠—

      Something pounded at the front door.

      Her head snapped to the side where her clock told her it was 2:30 am. What the hell was that?

      The second time it came, she recognized it as knocking—dramatic, desperately needing attention.

      Who would even be here?

      Her heart rate kicked up again. This couldn’t be healthy.

      She’d lived in dorms, and in apartments with roommates, and for the last several years she’d had a unit of her own before buying this house, but she had never truly felt alone like this. There had always been someone on the other side of the wall. 

      Throwing off the covers, she snuck down the short hallway and peeked through her own living room. Through the sheers she could see the silhouette of a man standing on the front porch, short dark curls blowing in the night wind, a long coat wrapped tight against the chill. He looked back over his shoulder and then tried to peer inside.

      She was about to tell him to go away when he called out, “Are you okay?”

      Shit. He was being nice. What had she done? 

      This was when her heart rate decided to slow. Stupid nervous system. She knew better than to answer the door to a stranger in the middle of the night, but the chances that he was a serial killer were low. Or so Carlisle told herself before opening the door to let him know she was fine. The sharp cold of the air slapped at her and reminded her she was in only a night gown. 

      Great.

      She could see the headline, “Local nurse survives car drowning only to be hacked to bits by serial killer weeks later.” 

      Stupid.

      “I’m fine.” She might have said it a little too harshly.

      He peered beyond her shoulder into the dark room behind her, dark eyes untrusting. “Are you sure? I thought I heard a scream.”

      She sighed and felt her eyes drop closed. She’d screamed in the dream. She must have let it out in real life. She breathed out the word, “Nightmare.”

      Then she looked around. She didn’t recognize this man. Had he been walking on her little cul-de-sac at two in the morning? For what reason?

      The look on her face must have conveyed her suspicions because he answered her question immediately. “I’m your new neighbor.” 

      He pointed to the house separated from hers by a mere strip of grass. The gap was just big enough to hold the two trees she’d strung her hammock from when she’d first moved in. She must have still been looking at him oddly because he added, “I just painted the bedrooms, so I was sleeping in the front room.”

      Yeah, he would have heard her. Her bedroom window faced the street. She’d figured that was okay because the street itself was so quiet. Who knew she’d be the one making the noise? 

      Carlisle must not have responded fast enough because he said, “Well, I’m glad you’re okay.” 

      And then he smiled.

      Holy crap, how had she been paying so little attention? Who the hell had moved in next door? And how had she not noticed that his legs were bare under that long coat?

      He must have grabbed the jacket and rushed out the door as soon as he heard the scream. 

      She’d survived, having been pulled from the water by a virtual stranger who was now her friend. Tonight, another stranger had come to check on her. Though too many people had stood on the shore while she’d nearly drowned, she reminded herself there was clearly still good in the world. Working in the ER had given her too many views of the evil that people could do and the randomness of death. She smiled at him and tried to offer her best middle-of-the-night sincerity. “I am okay. Thank you for checking on me.”

      He nodded once as the wind kicked at his hair. Clearly having decided he’d done his duty and they were finished, he turned and jogged down her front steps before making his way across the lawn.

      Only then did she look down to see she was wearing a Halloween “Rhymes with Witch” nightshirt and neon fuzzy socks that didn’t match. Then she looked up at the man, strolling across her lawn in the dark. 

      “I’m Carlisle, by the way!” she called out, then immediately felt like a fool.

      Lifting a hand, he didn’t turn around, but she heard, “Simon.”

      Then the wind caught his coat, and it billowed up behind him. She had to wonder if any of the neighbors down the street were getting the front view. Had they just learned if he wore boxers or briefs or . . . what?
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      As Simon pulled the steaks out of the fridge he could feel the workday falling away. Hopefully, he'd eventually be able to leave it all behind at work and come home and enjoy his house.

      He wasn’t really sure what he was doing but told himself it was just the new job. The new house. Moving. It was all a lot.

      Though it was the best salary he'd ever had, and that made the whole move possible, he thought about what that meant for everyone. He was now a handful of states away.

      Turning the steaks over, he seasoned them with salt, garlic and some seasoning that had looked good at the oddly named grocery store. He set the meat back on the paper.

      It was the first time he'd been able to buy a house of his own. He really liked the little place, and he was fine with the work it needed. But the distance he was unsure of even now after he’d committed.

      Opening the back door, Simon headed onto the deck, wondering what impression he’d made on the new neighbor. The screams definitely triggered old instincts and he’d run to find out. To help. To calm someone down.

      He’d thought the new house would come without screaming at all hours of the day and night. Yet on only his second night in the place, there he was, traipsing across the lawn like a half-dressed and half-mad Darcy.

      He felt the flush on his face and decided to attribute it to the grill. Surely it was the fire and not embarrassment. Had she noticed the boxers and the long coat? The bare feet shoved into slip-on sneakers, his hair not even combed?

      Normally the screams came from inside his own home. But apparently he launched into action for noises next door, too. Not that anyone around here had asked him.

      With a deep breath, he put the meat onto the spanking new grate and looked around, surveying the property that was his. Finally, he was allowed to wonder if the backyard needed a fence and make the decision on his own. The only up-to-date thing on the house was the large wooden deck right off the back door.

      It was raised, providing a nice view into the remainder of his one-acre lot defined by a line of small trees separating it from the house that butted up against the back. But on either side, there was no line other than where he stopped mowing the grass. Simon could simply walk onto either property beside him. They hadn’t put up fences. Should he?

      Using his trusty grill tool kit—which his mother had insisted he take with him as it was one he’d bought for himself—he wondered if his mother was using the grill he’d left behind.

      Looking at the steaks one more time, he headed back inside to check the potatoes. It was strange to feel a bit lonely being in a house by himself at his age, though he was likely late to that game. It was a little odd that this was the first place he’d lived on his own.

      Outside again—because what else was he going to do but watch the meat cook?—he checked the heat and saw that he’d put on two steaks out of habit. He only needed one.

      Well, he guessed he had leftovers. There was no one here to split the other one with.

      An odd metallic squeak came from somewhere behind him and Simon turned only to discover the hammock in the yard next door was swinging. Long beautiful legs stuck out the end nearer to his house, the soles of tennis shoes showing. As the hammock swung slightly, caramel colored curls were revealed, peeking over the top of a book that slowly lowered.

      She smiled as one hand came up to wave hello.

      Almost frozen, he managed a small wave back. Should he start a conversation? Ask again if she was okay? Maybe check to see if he’d made a complete idiot out of himself the night before.

      Just as he was deciding what he should or shouldn’t do, the hammock swung to the side and the legs moved one after the other over the edge until her toes touched the ground. The weather was just warm enough for her shorts and tank top and lazy hammock reading. Maybe he should enjoy the view while it lasted.

      Slowly, she crossed the short distance between her trees and his back patio. Well, he would have to say something. Luckily, she spoke first.

      “I’m sorry about last night.”

      “Don't worry about it.” I'm used to it lingered on the tip of his tongue, but he managed to bite it back. No one wanted to open that can of worms.

      “I just can’t believe I woke you up in the middle of the night! I hope it didn’t ruin your day.” She apologized, not dropping it as he had hoped she would. “Can I make it up to you?”

      “Don't worry about it.” Oh good, he was repeating himself, in case his late night attempt at taking over a situation that was absolutely not his wasn’t off putting enough.

      But she was pointing at the grill and asking, “Steak?”

      He nodded, his silence no better than his pitiful conversation.

      “I can make you a salad to go with it?”

      “Oh, that’s not necessary, I have—” Shit. He saw her smile bloom as his irritation and chagrin crossed his own face. “Broccoli,” he filled in. “And I forgot to fix it.”

      “Give me a minute.” She smiled, seeming glad as if a salad was the appropriate exchange for a nighttime checkup.

      He flipped the steaks and watched as she headed back across the lawn and disappeared into her own home. While he waited, Simon wondered what the layout of her house was. This place didn’t have a homeowner’s association, but the houses did appear to have all been built as a neighborhood all at once, a good time ago.

      He tried to imagine how she’d decorated, as he’d barely seen into the living room the night before and he’d been more concerned that she’d been upright and coherent and not in need of meds or a psych hold.

      Simon watched the meat grill and he waited. What else was he going to do? He couldn't duck into the house and disappear. The grill was on, and he’d paid good money for the steaks. She was back, concerningly quickly, balancing a large, pale cream china bowl in one hand, a towel loose across the top. She had a mason jar grasped in the other.

      “That's awfully fancy.” He pointed at the wooden picnic table for her to set it down. It was unsealed wood. He’d just picked it up a few days ago and was still deciding what shade to stain the deck.

      “I made enough for several nights for you.” She motioned with the jar before setting it down, too. “It's an avocado ranch dressing. It's my third attempt, but it's actually pretty good.”

      He couldn't help but grin both at the fact that she was making her own salad dressing—living up to what he'd heard about Southern women—and that she was clearly not the kind to brag about her county fair ribbons. Not that he knew if they had ribbons for dressings.

      She turned away, her step light as she headed down the wooden stairs back onto the grass.

      “What about your bowl?” he asked. Was it even a bowl? It seemed far too pretty for the likes of his in-need-of-work deck.

      “Return it when you're done. You know where I live.” She smiled and waved, clearly expecting nothing else other than to pay for her interruption of his sleep with a salad.

      Leaning over, Simon lifted the towel, finding an expensive variety of field greens, cherry tomatoes, pecan halves and what looked like blue cheese. Strawberries and mandarin oranges made little clusters at the sides, maybe in case he didn’t like them. That was nice.

      Then, unsure of why he was watching, he gazed at her back, at the long slim legs, the shoulders revealed by the thin straps of the pale tank top. He was even more unsure why he asked, “Stay for dinner?”
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      Every gift gets a thank you note. Hand written. Nothing less.

      

      Carlisle hesitated, but didn't turn around. She had not intended to stay. She would drop off her guilt salad in the pretty bowl of nice china that her mother had made her register for as a housewarming gift.

      Probably her mother had thrown her the whole housewarming party and insisted on the fine china on the registry because Westerley Weaver had absolutely given up on Carlisle ever getting married. In the last two months, Carlisle had too. Who would handle all her baggage now?

      Turning back, she waved her hand toward the picnic table. Only her nice china bowl and the mason jar of salad dressing sat on it. “I’m not trying to horn in on your dinner. I just intended to thank you.”

      “I bought two steaks. I'm apparently very used to buying two.” He shrugged and gestured with the hand not holding the fork as though that odd statement was an acceptable invitation.

      So he'd been married. This was his tiny divorce house. Were his kids coming over on the weekends?

      He offered a chagrined smile. “It’s the least I can offer for the salad.”

      Carlisle put together the clues she’d been missing. The accent. The misunderstanding about the salad. It was payment for him showing up last night and if he offered her something in exchange for the salad, she would still owe him.

      He was not from around here.

      The most he should pay her back for the salad was a small informal card with a thank you note. Manners dictated that it should be handwritten, but he probably didn’t know that either. She was willing to bet this man didn't have any stationary let alone an informal card.

      Not that she expected such things. She wasn’t even sure she could find the ones her mother had made for her despite having the protocol drilled into her head for years.

      “I—” She started to protest then realized that was stupid. She had nothing to follow that up with. She didn't have dinner waiting at home and she wasn't much of a liar. Most people saw right through even her best efforts.

      She didn't want to go back inside. As much as she loved the house and had been slowly turning it into her own, these past several months she'd been holed up here. First on leave. And now this—whatever this was.

      He smiled at her, as though that would make her change her mind. His broad grin showed even, white teeth. It was a friendly smile, with just enough imperfections to know that it had not been shaped by an orthodontist. The dark curls she'd seen the night before clung tight to the top of his head. Somehow, a ridiculous little breeze had found them and was playing with his hair, though she couldn't feel the air moving at all.

      It was likely just a friendly invite. He was new in town. Maybe he was lonely, too.

      Carlisle had stood here too long to say no. It would be impolite.

      “Okay, should I grab drinks?”

      “If you want. I have beer?”

      She couldn't help the laugh that burst out. He didn’t sound confident about that. “I’ll grab drinks.”

      It gave her something to do. Something to contribute in exchange for steak. Also, she wasn’t sure he had anything else. Had the man just planned to sit at his picnic table and eat meat for dinner? What did she know about northern men?

      As she passed the hammock, the grass tickled at her ankles. She should mow it. She was responsible for mowing it, much to her mother's chagrin. Carlisle plucked out the book she’d left in the hammock, maybe just for something to do with her hands. It wasn’t a date.

      For a moment she thought about lifting the cords off the hooks and taking the hammock with her. But she would leave that for later. She didn’t want him to think she was packing it up to stay late.

      She wouldn't want to wear out her welcome. Though not all the things her mother had tried to teach her had stuck, that one was ingrained.

      Inside, she opened the small fridge she affectionately referred to as her party fridge and peered in. Her shoulders slumped.

      She had party dip in here, and ice pops in the freezer for Jane’s kids. There was an assortment of drinks for the parties she'd occasionally had, but none recently. She needed to have another party. Maybe that would help reset all this bullshit.

      There was no good word for what she was dealing with. Carlisle sighed. She hadn't asked what he liked, so she grabbed one of everything. A fruit soda, a hard cider, a hard lemonade, a non-alcoholic seltzer and a flavored water. She grabbed a hard seltzer, too. He’d offered beer, he wasn’t a non-drinker.

      That should have it covered. The man already had beer, so he surely had his favorite. With the bottles and cans lined up on the counter, she looked around frantically—as if he would rescind the invitation if she didn't get back fast enough. A stupid thought, but it was there.

      Beyond the TV and comfy couch, she’d installed a hook beside the door where she'd hung up the bags so she could grab them on the way out to the grocery store. Yes! She had a drink bag.

      Nestling each drink into one of the divided compartments, she headed out the back door. Carlisle hesitated, considering if she should grab her keys and lock the place. But she knew the neighbors on the other side, and she was staying with the only neighbor she didn't really know.

      She’d been taught both to trust her friends and stay safe.

      But, as she’d learned recently, there was no safe.

      Screw it. She pulled the door closed and headed across the short distance between her side door and his deck. She was proud of herself for making a decision. Something she hadn't been very good at lately.

      The bag swung at her side as she told herself she would have said yes even if he hadn't been hot. She told herself she was just being neighborly. Then she reminded herself she would not stay long.
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      “I lived with my mother and sister until I bought this place.” He waved his hand behind him, indicating the small house.

      Nodding, Carlisle tried to keep her expression blank. He wasn't in his twenties, he’d already told her, and he seemed old to be living with his mom. A major red flag. Except, she told herself, this wasn't a date. He was her neighbor. Hell, he could bring his mom to live with him here and it would have nothing to do with her.

      Simon opened his mouth as if to explain, then quickly closed it.

      That, she'd always been taught, was a signal not to ask more. People would explain when they were ready. They’d already managed to veer into some interesting topics. He’d asked a few questions that she never would have dragged out on a date or at any kind of formal event. But they were sitting on his back deck, and she was just being neighborly to the man she’d woken in the dark hours the night before.

      Carlisle didn’t pry. She’d also known plenty of women who could run their mouths with gossip all day long. She didn’t want to be in either situation right now. He was just the man next door; he could live with his mama and keep his secrets.

      She did know now that he'd moved here from out of state, taking the job almost sight unseen. “I lived in an apartment for about three months until I found this place and closed escrow.”

      “Oh?” He’d been in town for several months, but she’d not crossed paths with him? “Where?”

      “Over on Canterbury.”

      Carlisle nodded. “I know which ones you're talking about. My cousin's fiancé owns them.” Lennon and Gabe would be getting married in the spring. Carlisle smiled at the thought. Somehow Lennon, who'd always sworn off all the girly parties and painted nails and fashion shows, was talking bridesmaid dresses in her own roundabout way.

      Carlisle had no sisters—only the two brothers—but her Mayfair cousins had talked about embroidering archaeological symbols along their hems for the wedding. The thought quickly slipped through her mind as Simon threw his head back and laughed, deep and hearty.

      “What?”

      “Of course, you're related to the person who owns the building I lived in.”

      She frowned at him. “Small town.”

      “The real estate agent, when she sold me this house, pointed at your place and said—” Once again, he clamped his jaw shut and stopped himself.

      Carlisle took a deep breath. Oh hell, this should be good. She tried to remember whose smiling, glossy-haired picture was on the sign that had been in front of his house. “Go ahead. Tell me, what was the gossip?”

      He looked chagrined.

      Nothing good. Carlisle thought.

      “She said not to judge the neighborhood, that you were fixing up your place next door.”

      “That’s all true.” Carlisle understood. She’d bought her place as a fixer and had been told the same thing about the neighborhood. She had done more with the interior than the exterior, so far. Though she'd started with the basics on the front, it still wasn't quite up to her mother's standards. Clearly, not the real estate agent’s either.

      “She said it was going to be a showpiece soon because you Mayfairs had great taste.” He paused as if remembering something. “You're not a Mayfair though.”

      Carlisle tipped her head from side to side, as if to waffle on that one. “Technically, I'm a Weaver. But my mama⁠—”

      He raised one eyebrow at her at her easy, accented use of the word. She started over, not holding back with the drawl that came naturally. “My mama was born a Mayfair. Westerley Lynn, but she married my daddy and now we're Weavers. So I kind of am a Mayfair.”

      “Mayfairs founded the town, right?”

      “At one point it was actually called Mayfair, Georgia.” And didn't everyone in her family love to talk about that? She’d bragged about it herself, though this time she noticed it didn't roll off the tongue quite as easily. She was still proud of her family, but a switch had been flipped. And once it had happened, she couldn't quite go back to seeing things the way she had before.

      So instead, she talked about her house. “When I bought it, the grass in the yard was up to my waist.” She held her hand up as if she needed to demonstrate. “The outside was Pepto Bismol pink.”

      She watched as he visibly recoiled. She understood. “And the previous owners had spray painted the house number along the side.” Turning, she pointed at the corner where the paint had been.

      She watched his head swivel, as if he could see backward in time. She’d had the siding redone. It was a soft colonial blue now. The shutters had needed to be replaced. They were now black, as her mama had insisted her only real options with blue were black, white, and cream.

      Carlisle had defied convention and found a gorgeous dusty teal for the rest of the trim. In her ideal world, she was going to put in a small picket fence across the front to keep the workers from occasionally driving on her grass and just to help spruce the place up. But so far, she hadn't quite managed to get herself out of bed to pick up a shovel or a hammer or even to buy the wood.

      She didn't tell Simon about that part either. She did add, “You can say it.”

      She’d defied her mama’s conventions with the colors—which everyone at least said they loved—and she defied it again now. The meal done she pushed her plate aside and leaned forward, arms crossed, elbows on the table.

      Westerley Weaver would never put her elbows on a tabletop, even on an unfinished wooden picnic table.

      “What should I say?” He was frowning as if genuinely confused.

      “About my screaming the other night. About the accident.” She waved her hand around as if it were nothing, but it was anything but nothing.

      Though Simon didn't look quite as confused as he had, he didn't look like it had snapped into place either. “I was going to ask if the nightmares were going to be a regular thing. And if you would like me to check on you or just leave it alone?”

      “Leave it alone.” She shrugged. “I guess, let me know if it's bothering you too much. I can soundproof my room.” She looked away for a moment, feeling her fingers tapping against her other elbow. She didn’t stop herself though. “I'm sure the real estate agent told you about the accident.”

      “What accident?”

      Did he really not know?
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      Simon watched as Carlisle looked at him only briefly, seeming more than a little forlorn. Arms crossed, she leaned forward, the carefree tank top and shorts, the colorful sneakers with no socks had lost some of their summer day appeal.

      “I hit a pothole. And when I bounced out of it, I overcorrected. I went right off the road and into the lake.” She said it as if he should know which lake she was talking about.

      Needing to make the empty space between them less awkward, he reached out for the hard cider. He’d already had the flavored water, but the can was empty, and he needed something to do. Starting to twist off the cap, he paused and set it back.

      “You can have it.” She almost smiled. At least she seemed back in her element. He wondered if this was just who Carlisle was or if it was a trait of all Southern women to be so charming.

      “Oh, I can’t drink alcohol—” But . . . he could. There wasn’t anyone here who might need him to be alert and functioning on a moment’s notice. He wouldn’t carry that regret again. He’d even bought his own beer, but the refusal was ingrained. “Actually, I can.”

      He twisted the top off and took a drink before she could ask what he meant. The story was far too long and involved for a dinner on the back deck. They’d wandered far enough from casual already. He wasn’t going to add to her melancholy with his own. When he finally set the bottle down, he commandeered the conversation. “But you're okay?”

      “Supposedly?” She didn’t push about the drink, but once again the expression left her face as if she didn’t really know the answer herself. Then she looked at him and clarified. “Physically, yes.”

      There was something in the tone of her voice that had flattened. No more adorable southern drawl, just a narrator explaining the bare bones of the story.

      “I was underwater for fifteen minutes. Or that's what they tell me.”

      She waited a moment, pausing, letting it sink in that she'd volunteered that information. But again, not much detail. Simon tried to imagine how that must have felt. She’d driven into a lake and was underwater—she must have been scared shitless. Probably what stoked the nightmare the other night. Damn, but she’d earned a good petrified terror.

      Simon spent his time consulting with businesses, discussing production flow, looking to manage costs. So he had no idea about the physiological or medical aspects of it. “But wouldn't fifteen minutes underwater kill you or leave you brain damaged?”

      A ghost of a smile passed so quickly that he would have missed it if he hadn't been looking at her—staring really, studying her face. Her mouth didn't even turn down. She’d simply gone expressionless, and he saw he’d read her right before. She wasn't fully okay with it, whatever it was.

      “I got lucky,” she said. “And I was stupid.”

      How was he supposed to respond to that? Tell her she wasn't stupid? He didn't even know what she was talking about. He’d seen the potholes in this area of town. They could easily throw a driver for a loop and a bad split-second decision.

      He and Carlisle lived in a neighborhood that was certainly not one of the more affluent ones. The real estate agent had first warned him away from this area. She’d seen his income, qualified him for the loan, and repeatedly tried to talk him into a larger house in a nicer neighborhood. She’d talked up a future family that he wasn't planning on.

      “I thought I had one of those seatbelt cutters and window breaker things.” She still wasn’t looking at him. She still had no expression, but he couldn’t look away. Maybe the telling of a car wreck was the same as driving past one. He slowed down and paid attention.

      “But . . . uh, I didn't know where I could get to it. I had some two-liter bottles of fruit punch.” She shuddered a little bit and it clicked then.

      “You’re her?” he asked it before he thought twice. Of course, as soon as the two simple words were out of his mouth, he wished he could swallow them back. How stupid. How rude.

      Though he'd thrown them out there like a misaimed missile, she didn't even flinch when they hit.

      “I guess the gossip gets around,” she said. Finally, she looked back at him, the smile on her face not a happy one.

      Simon shook his head, wanting to deny the accusation even if it wasn’t quite directly lobbed at him. “No, I heard about you on the national news.”

      He watched as her eyes flew wide. “You didn't know?”

      She shook her head as if she were confused, and he tried to explain.

      “Maybe it wasn't you, but I think it was here in the south. It was a young woman who drove her car into a lake and couldn't get out. She was stuck, alone, and she emptied soda bottles and captured the air in them to breathe. She managed to stay alive until somebody could get down to rescue her.”

      Even as he repeated the fantastic tale he’d heard from the reporter on his mother’s favorite news show, Simon saw the recognition cross her face before she nodded.

      Carlisle was her.

      This time he tried to think before he spoke. “That was an incredibly smart thing to do.” She'd probably heard that before. He was just being an idiot.

      “It didn't feel smart. It felt like I was going to die and I didn't know if anybody was coming for me. I was stuck in the first place because I was stupid. Because I didn't have the right tool, something that I should have had!”

      Her eyes grew wet, but she breathed in, lips pressed closed and blinked away the forming tears until he wasn't even sure he'd seen it.

      “Anyway,” she said, physically moving as if shaking it off and changing the mood on purpose. “It's all just water under the bridge and over my head, I guess.”

      If she’d meant it to be funny, she’d missed the mark by a bit. Seeming to see that she’d landed flat, Carlisle kept talking. “Ever Halifax—who pulled me out—she lives just over there across the tracks. She's dating my cousin Jax.”

      Simon couldn't help it. Another laugh burbled out of him, and Carlisle frowned at him again.

      “You are, once again, related to everybody in town,” he told her.

      “Not everybody,” she said. “Not Ever.”

      “But she's your friend. You know everyone and they know you.” He felt his tone soften. “It's a good thing you had a friend who pulled you out of the water.”

      He couldn't help thinking how glad he was that this Ever person had done that and that Carlisle was still here.

      But though she'd loosened up and smiled a bit, it all clamped down again at his words. What had he said?

      She recrossed her arms and looked off to the side, her lips pursed. “She wasn't my friend before she saved me. And that's on me.”
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      Carlisle poured the wine into the two glasses in front of her. Though Jane had a huge grin on her face and Carlisle had her own, it wasn't quite as carefree as it seemed.

      They’d taken themselves out for a nice dinner to celebrate a big milestone. And they’d done it despite knowing it was slightly irresponsible. The milestone was great, but it wasn’t income—they still didn’t have any of that. In fact, as Carlisle thought about the bill, she realized their milestone was in how much they’d spent.

      They just had a prototype. Still, the prototype looked damn near amazing. While Jane had been excited, thrilled even, at the small red kit, it had been odd for Carlisle to see her own name emblazoned across the top. The white print on the red vinyl was exactly what they had chosen. But it felt odd, knowing that it was such a good thing but it had been borne of her own worst day.

      Jane had insisted it be Carlisle’s name on the logo, even though they shared the business equally. Carlisle was the one who had made the news. Jane insisted, “Your name has ‘car’ in it, and it's alliteration!”

      So they were out tonight to celebrate the first ever Carlisle's Kit.

      They didn’t even really have a marketing plan, though Carlisle had been futzing around online with that. While she'd been designing and testing prototypes, Jane had still been going to work full time. She had four kids to feed. Even so, it was mostly her money tied up in the business.

      Carlisle’s money had been poured into her house. Though she had savings, it hadn’t been enough to make the prototype and get the first batch mass produced and ready for sale. So, while Carlisle had contributed what she had, it was Jane who had the real money. Or she had. It was almost gone now.

      Carlisle smiled and clinked her glass against her friend’s. But if this went “tits up,” as her brother liked to say, it was Jane’s small apartment over the garage that Carlisle would end up living in.

      She couldn’t leave her friend in the lurch. Though Jane liked to say it wasn’t her money tied up in the business, it was Joe's. She said it made her happy to think of it that way, and that if it all went to hell? Well, she hadn’t wanted Joe’s money anyway.

      But Carlisle didn't think of it as Joe’s. Just because it didn't come in a paycheck, didn't mean her friend hadn't earned it. Losing it would leave Jane without money for her kids’ colleges or . . . her stomach rolled.

      “Here’s to both of us becoming millionaires.” Jane grinned wide and proud, once again toasting with chianti over the garlic bread they'd already partially decimated.

      “Amen to that,” Carlisle said trying to keep her cheer up. But she'd calculated the projections. All the initial sales would have to refund the research and production of the prototypes—replacing the money they’d already sunk. She knew how many units they would have to move in order to make a million dollars and how many more they would have to make for each of them to make a million. Still, she believed it was possible.

      While Jane dove in wholeheartedly, Carlisle had done it because maybe it was the only thing left to do.

      “This has to work.” The words had just slipped right out and she forced the grin to cover for it. “Because if it doesn't, I have nothing.”

      Oh, hell. That wasn’t supposed to come out at all.

      “That's not true!” Jane's tone was chiding because, despite the grin, her best friend saw right through her. They’d met as nurses in the ER and hit it off immediately. Jane, like many other ER RNs, saw through most people’s bullshit. If you didn’t have it, you didn’t last long in Emergency work.

      “You know how this goes.” Jane offered softly.

      She did. But. “It's been four months.”

      “It's only been four months,” Jane corrected, setting her wineglass down maybe a little too hard, but the stem didn't shatter. Neither would Jane, Carlisle knew.

      While she'd always thought of herself as tough, she realized after the accident that maybe she wasn't as strong as she had believed. Jane however? Jane could, and had, handled all levels of bullshit with a grace Carlisle could not imagine possessing.

      When Jane reminded her that this wasn't going to be forever, Carlisle listened even if she didn't quite believe.

      “Tell me about the kids.” Carlisle had changed her usual question from “the family” to “the kids,” purposefully excluding the rat bastard.

      Jane ran down the list, happily ending with baby Claire who was no longer a baby. “She’s literally into everything, everything! I was sewing and she wanted the pins. I think telling her no just makes her want to do it more.”

      “Sounds about like a two year old,” Carlisle took another drink. Maybe the alcohol would help dissipate the uneasy feeling she lived with these days.

      “That’s fair, but none of the others were like this. She was such a calm baby! Slept through the night early! Now this.”

      “Sounds like she was just charging her batteries.”

      “Well, hell, she’s been discharging them for a year. It’s about time to wind the fuck down.” Jane took a gulp of the wine, maybe having the same thoughts Carlisle did. Jane changed the subject again. “And you? What’s new with the fam?”

      There was so much Mayfair family. While Joe had been a Breathless local, Jane herself was a transplant. One of the first non-Southern women Carlisle had ever had the chance to bond with. Jane did not have the rulebook variety of manners Carlisle had been brought up on.

      Carlisle was beginning to think there must be a better way, but Jane was fascinated with it. With all the cousins, the Sunday dinners, the weddings at the church and receptions at “the Club.” Carlisle indulged her.

      “Christian sold his other app. I think he's made another handful of million dollars.” Even if she and Jane each made a million off this kit, she wouldn’t even be the first millionaire in her immediate family. And she’d still be woefully behind Christian.

      Her oldest brother was quite the mixed bag—alternately wildly brilliant and ridiculously clueless, but nothing in between.

      “Of course he did.” Jane didn’t blink twice. “But we’ll catch up to him soon! How about that twin of yours?”

      Carlisle wooshed out an involuntary breath, feeling the question almost like a physical punch. “He's coming home.”

      “That's exciting!” Jane knew enough to understand that Charlie coming home was an infrequent event. But this?

      “He's not coming home voluntarily,” Carlisle added, watching as Jane's eyes got wide.

      She’d just found out yesterday herself and she wasn’t ready to talk about it. Didn't even want to think about it. Her parents weren't handling her own turn in mental health very well, how would they handle her brother’s?

      Her dad told her to shake it off. Her mother told her to try walking or hanging out with her friends more. None of which would help. Carlisle knew that much. She’d even explained that she was an RN, educated in this field—far more than her parents—but they didn’t really listen.

      The unit was sending Charlie home. No one quite knew yet what had happened. Her mother was excited. Carlisle was scared of what the Weaver family was going to find when her twin returned.

      Not wanting to talk about what she didn't know, she changed the subject. “Speaking of the Mayfairs, look at that.”

      Though Jane did give her the stink eye for a moment, her friend turned and looked over toward the bar where Carlisle was pointing. “Is that your cousin?”

      It was. Jane didn't have to ask, everyone in town knew Harper Rose. But, Carlisle thought, she had not expected to see Harper Rose sitting at a restaurant bar of all places. Certainly not leaning in and whispering to Dane Cotton like they might be lovers.
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