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      Today was the best chance I had at fixing my life. It needed major overhaul, and I knew that because I was standing in my kitchen in only my bra and panties, arms outstretched, in front of a box fan and a casserole dish filled with ice. This July, Raleigh was having a record heat wave, and it was so hot that it had actually killed my air conditioner. The repair guy had told me it was uncommon, but not impossible. Then he’d told me a new compressor would cost a couple thousand dollars. Since I had no money to spare, I’d deployed box fans positioned behind pans of ice like I’d seen in a movie once. The strategy was silly, but if I concentrated hard enough, the air felt colder.

      Due to a recent series of major life disruptions (including a cheating fiancé and sudden unemployment), I clung to every bit of my daily routine: awake at seven, French press coffee by seven-thirty, oatmeal with cranberries and the daily crossword. It was dull, but it calmed me. And calm was what I needed most right now—besides an income and a compressor.

      I didn’t like to think too hard before ten a.m., and now that my job at the lab had been yanked out from under me, there was little danger of that. I’d made it to age thirty-two before being fired or “let go,” but that didn’t feel much like an accomplishment now that my checking account was rapidly approaching zero.

      I’d tried to be a morning person—fake it till you make it, right?—but it didn’t take. Everyone at the lab had learned not to bother me before ten. The very smartest people there knew they could win me over by bringing me a half-caf blonde roast from the coffee shop next door, with an ungodly amount of cream and minimal chitchat. Extra points for chocolate croissants.

      But for the last three months, there had been no lab. No blonde roast. No major points won.

      Today, I needed to win some points. I’d finally gotten another interview, and I needed it to go well.

      I’d left myself plenty of time to get ready, and the result was the picture of thirty-something professionalism: just enough makeup to brighten my skin, hair pulled back in a low ponytail, my favorite gray pencil skirt, and a blue blouse that made my eyes glitter with what one might perceive as earnestness.

      I slipped on my heels and stood in front of the mirror. “You got this,” I said, staring myself down.

      It almost seemed true.

      Back in April, my boss Jeffrey had called me into his office to tell me that our company was downsizing. GenCon was one of the newest companies in North Carolina’s Research Triangle Park. “I’m sorry, Kate,” he’d said, and I’d believed his words because his brow was furrowed and his nose was crinkled in that rabbit-like way that meant he found this disagreeable. Jeffrey was in his late forties, but he looked far younger. He had a round face and wore horn-rimmed glasses that made it seem like he was trying just a little too hard to be on-trend. On most days, he wore bright colored sneakers with pressed khaki pants. On that particular day, his sneakers were neon yellow, like tennis balls. He even bounced a little as he walked in them.

      Jeffrey seemed genuinely sorry to let me go. As he’d delivered the news, his eyes darted all around me as if landing on mine would cause some sort of implosion. The decision had come from way above his head, he’d said, and he’d argued to keep me on as a part-time consultant.

      But that idea hadn’t flown with the higher-ups. So I was left with a decent severance package, a weak handshake, and his promise of a glowing recommendation. Now it was July, and that severance was nearly gone. And no one else in the Triangle seemed to be hiring researchers in my field.

      I’d figured it would be easy to get another lab job. GenCon had a great reputation, and Jefferey had come through on his promise for a high recommendation. But after two solid months of searching, I’d only had three interviews.

      None of them had resulted in a job offer.

      Today was my fourth interview, and I wanted to break my pattern of failure. This job was a research position at a nearby university—not my first choice of locations, but it sure beat being unemployed and sweltering because I couldn’t afford a new air conditioner.

      There was also the matter of the mortgage.

      My morning routine was dull, but it took the edge off. Crosswords comforted me. Predictable patterns kept me calm. I had a low tolerance for chaos, which was why my house was always spotless. A pretty Craftsman, it sat squarely in Raleigh’s downtown historic district, where there was a predictable grid of streets and well-kept lawns. It was filled with Swedish-style minimalist furniture that was modular in nature. I could build upon my existing bookcases and cabinets and tables by adding shelves and drawers that neatly compartmentalized everything I owned while maintaining a streamlined style. Everything in my house had a place, and as soon as it didn’t, I quickly discarded it. This drove my best friend Enza bonkers when she’d visit—“I’m afraid if I spill coffee or nudge a chair out of place, then the whole place will lock down like the museum in The Thomas Crown Affair,”—but my life needed organization and predictability above all else. Chaos was not allowed there.

      So when chaos struck, it was an ugly thing. I didn’t always cope well. Sometimes there were lots of shots of tequila down at my favorite bar, the Queen Anne’s Revenge. Sometimes there were shopping binges for furniture with hidden storage areas that could further compartmentalize some tiny part of my life. Sometimes there was a drastic new hairstyle that would haunt me on social media.

      Chaos could trigger all sorts of disasters. My family had taught me that.

      After one last look in the mirror, I grabbed my to-go mug, filled it with coffee, and took my gray blazer just in case the interview seemed more stuffy than casual. I needed to be prepared for anything. When I climbed into my car, a sensible little sedan that I’d just made the last payment on, I pulled out my phone and entered the address of the chemistry building at the university. I had forty minutes to get there—plenty of time. I pulled out into the street and popped in a CD—Aretha Franklin—so I could sing along badly and not think about this interview for the next fifteen miles.

      Interviews are only predictable to a point. There’s always a margin of error to account for, and lately that margin had been a higher percentage than what I was accustomed to.

      Interviews still gave me jitters. I couldn’t help it. I faked my confidence as I talked for the first half-hour or so, until that confidence started to feel real. I was top of my class at UNC, and I’d earned a prestigious grant at twenty-two to study for a year in Switzerland with some of the brightest researchers in nanobiology before getting my master’s degree. Three years ago, at twenty-nine, I was the youngest person (and the first woman) to make Junior Analyst at GenCon. My work there focused on developing nanomaterials that could carry therapeutic genes to parts of the body affected by disease. Most people’s eyes glazed over when it came to details, so I kept it simple: no, I didn’t make microscopic robots; yes it was a little like developing vaccines. But put me in a room full of nano-nerds and I could talk all day about splicing genes and programming nanobots to do tasks that seemed like they were straight out of sci-fi screenplays.

      But still. Interviews are something entirely different. They’re brutal—like snooty-garden-party-with-your-super-disapproving-mother brutal.

      Traffic on the Durham Freeway was heavy for ten-thirty, and after a couple of miles, the cars ahead of me slowed to a full stop and I saw nothing but brake lights.

      My phone buzzed on the seat next to me with an incoming call.

      My brother Eric’s number flashed on the screen. I silenced the phone and tossed it back into the cup holder. Across the median, oncoming traffic zoomed past.

      The phone buzzed with a text. And then another.

      And then a third.

      I did not have time for my brother’s drama. Even as I inched down the freeway.

      I glanced at the clock and cursed. Twenty minutes until eleven. I was still three miles from the university exit. If I was even five minutes late, that could kill the interview before it even started. That thing about a first impression? It’s totally true.

      Traffic crawled, and I sang along with Aretha to stop myself from cursing and glaring at the clock. In the distance, there were blue lights flashing. An ambulance was parked on the shoulder.

      I scolded myself for not taking surface roads, for following the GPS. Now it was ten minutes to eleven, and I’d barely gone a mile. There was no question now that I’d be late.

      My phone buzzed again. When I picked it up, the screen showed a string of missed calls from my two brothers and my father. How had I missed them earlier this morning?

      As I rolled past the two wrecked cars, I almost texted Eric, but I knew he’d just call me if I did. And I did not want to get into a tense conversation with my little brother before an interview. That was the opposite of what I needed.

      Traffic picked up speed on the other side of the crash, and I sped towards my exit to make up some time. But it was two minutes until eleven, and I thought hard about just turning around and going home. Chalking this one up as another loss. But then I thought of the broken air conditioner, the leaking roof, and the bills coming due. If I explained this accident, maybe they’d have some sympathy for me.

      By the time I entered campus and found the chemistry building, it was 11:22. I wedged my car into a parking space, grabbed my suit jacket, and hurried across the lot and into the building. A lobby space opened up to my left, with elevators and a directory off to the right. There were offices on this floor, and as I headed for the directory, one of those office doors flew open.

      The next few moments slowed to one long string of micro events that likely would have been funny on a screen:

      A body crashed into me.

      Papers scattered onto the floor.

      Hot coffee sloshed onto my chest and trickled into my cleavage.

      The young man who’d collided with me stood with his mouth open. “Oh, dear,” he said, staring down at my blouse. “That’s the second time this week.”

      He was tall and slender, with dark brown skin and closely cropped black hair. He wore a lab coat and pressed tan pants beneath, with navy boat shoes. He fumbled to right the stack of notebooks in his arms before they toppled to the floor. An ID badge clipped to his coat read Samuel Patel.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, as I tugged at my blouse and surveyed the stain. At least the coffee wasn’t scalding.

      “It’s my fault,” I said. “I was in a hurry and looking the other way.”

      He half-smiled in agreement. “Can I help you find someone?” he said.

      Was it so obvious that I didn’t belong there? The probability of salvaging this interview now seemed nil.

      “I’m Kate,” I said. “I was supposed to see Dr. Taylor.”

      He bent down to gather his papers and I leaned down to help him.

      “Were you here for an interview?” he said.

      Before I could answer, he said, “I don’t mean to be nosy, it’s just that I work with Dr. Taylor sometimes. I was supposed to sit in on interviews today.”

      “Oh,” I said. “Actually, I was the 11 o’clock.”

      “Ah,” he said, standing. His tone suggested there had been some discussion about me, most likely my inability to arrive on time.

      “Maybe you can help me,” I said. I told him about the car crash on the freeway, and nodded toward his now empty coffee cup. “Today has been one accident after another.”

      Samuel started to shake his head in polite protest, and I said, “No really. Let’s be straight here.”

      His eyebrows pinched together and he gave me a quick nod.

      “Do you think I should go in and talk to her, or have I completely blown it?” If I were in her shoes, I’d have written me off at one minute after eleven.

      “She’s kind of a hard-ass,” he said. “But she’s fair. I’d give it a shot.”

      I buttoned my jacket to hide the stain, ran my fingers over my hair to tame the flyaways. My cheeks felt hot and my blouse was sticking to me already.

      “She thought you were a no-show,” he said. “So at least you could prove her wrong. Not many people get that opportunity.”

      I smiled, trying to muster enough fake confidence to get me through the next half-hour.

      “Come on,” he said. “I’ll walk you up to her office and explain that I knocked you over and made you late.”

      I doubted she’d believe her assistant made me a half-hour late, but I followed him anyway.
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        * * *

      

      As it turned out, Dr. Taylor was indeed a hard-ass. Though Samuel had introduced me and explained my predicament in a way that might induce empathy, she still seemed peeved. Jacqueline Taylor wore severe red lipstick and no other makeup. Her skin was a flawless deep brown, and her curly black hair was pulled back from her face. She sat at an enormous oak desk that was surrounded by bookcases overflowing with books and journals. Diplomas from Howard and Emory hung behind her in gilded frames. When she stood, she offered a tight professional smile and gripped my hand just a bit too hard as she said, “Please have a seat.”

      She’d agreed to talk to me for the remainder of my allotted time, which was precisely twenty-six minutes. “The universe likes to throw us curve balls to see what we’re made of,” she said. “No one knows that better than I do.”

      I nodded, and thanked her for talking with me. “I’ve never been late to an interview,” I said. “But there’s a first time for everything.”

      “Yes,” she said. “There is.”

      After we talked about my experience at GenCon, she warmed up a little, and I began to think Samuel might have worked some magic after all—even though she hadn’t invited him to stay for the interview. The more she told me about her current project, which is what I’d be assisting with if she hired me, the more intrigued I was. She and her team were working on a filter for purifying drinking water that would use bacteria (the friendly kind) to destroy hostile organisms. Their primary goal was to use the technology in developing countries, but the potential for widespread global use was enormous. It would be efficient, environmentally friendly, and relatively inexpensive to deploy. Jacqueline Taylor was obviously a standout in her field. I’d be lucky to work with her, and there was a lot I’d learn from her. The pay wasn’t anything like what I’d earned at GenCon, but I had a feeling that just shadowing Jacqueline Taylor would more than make up for that.

      When she’d finished telling me about her research, I felt desperate to work there, like suddenly every other application I’d filled out didn’t matter. This was the one that mattered, and I might have blown my shot at it because I’d taken the stupid freeway.

      The clock on her desk read 11:58. She didn’t ask me if I had any questions about the job, the facility, the ongoing research. But I knew that I should ask her something. I wanted to work with her, and I wanted her to know it.

      “I almost didn’t come in,” I told her. “After the accident, after being so late. Part of me was too embarrassed to even show my face.”

      She blinked at me, her face stern.

      “What kind of person comes into an interview half an hour late with a coffee-soaked blouse?” I said. “But I’m glad I came because what you’re doing is amazing. I’m glad to see this work happening, and I’d be absolutely thrilled to be a part of it.”

      Our time was up. She stood, and thanked me for coming in, and told me she’d call in a few days with her decision. She didn’t offer to show me around. She didn’t offer me her card, and shook my hand again too quickly, averting her eyes before she released my hand.

      I’d blown it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Pie in the Sky was a little bakery a few blocks from my house, where I often went to lick my wounds and consider my future. Situated on a corner, it had a spacious outdoor sitting area like a bistro. The staff was friendly, called me by name, and let me hide out for hours on end when I was working through a complex problem that required endless coffee and sugary treats. Plus, I liked the name. It kept me focused on the bigger picture when little bits of my life seemed to be falling apart.

      I’d even planned to have them bake my wedding cake, back before I’d learned my fiancé was cheating on me. When Benjamin confessed and split, I didn’t even ask for the deposit back. I asked them to bake cupcakes instead, and deliver them to GenCon on a Monday when I knew my colleagues could use a boost. Benjamin had already wrecked enough with his thoughtless behavior, and I wanted a sliver lining, no matter how small it seemed.

      After my disastrous interview the day before, I couldn’t stand sitting alone in my stifling house, thinking of all my missteps. Instead, I went to Pie in the Sky and drowned my sorrows in key lime cupcakes, blissed out by a sugar high and a functioning air conditioner. It was slow for a Saturday, so I didn’t feel too bad about hogging a table for most of the day. Still, I ordered a big lunch and put a twenty in the tip jar. I spent most of my time there scouring the internet for more job openings—but there were none.

      At six, I went next door to Queen Anne’s, fantasizing about their hot-as-hell buffalo wings and their signature porter. Halfway through my beer, I realized my mistake when a gaggle of twenty-somethings came in looking like they were crashing a Halloween party.

      It was trivia night. I’d completely forgotten. Some of the GenCon folks gathered here weekly, and still sent me email invitations to join them. Since April, I’d been trying to gracefully avoid my former co-workers, because now I felt like an outsider. They were friendly enough, and I missed them some days—but now that I no longer worked there, I felt like a stray they’d taken pity on.

      It wasn’t a good feeling.

      In the summer, the QAR had trivia two nights a week. It was mostly locals that came in this time of year, now that most students were gone. The last Saturday of the month was Theme Night. Based on the group who just walked in, tonight it was Star Wars.

      I took my porter and made a beeline for a table in the back, but it was too late. Three GenCon folks were already seated nearby, and spotted me trying to slink past them.

      “Hey, Kate!”

      I turned and feigned surprise as Amanda waved excitedly. She was dressed like Leia.

      “Amanda,” I said. “I didn’t see y’all over here.”

      “You’re right in time,” she said. “We need a fourth.”

      I’d never been good at saying no to them. Standing there with a half-empty beer, I really had no way out that wasn’t completely rude.

      Amanda moved over and I wedged between her and a Wookie that I was pretty sure was Mark from the lab down the hall from the one that used to be mine. He refused to take his mask off, but I could tell it was him by the way he snorted when he laughed. I’d listened to that snort for three years. Across from us was Bellee, one of the best researchers at the lab, and probably my favorite person there. That might not make us friends exactly, but it was close enough. I hadn’t seen much of them since I’d left.

      The waitress, Diane, dressed like Han Solo, brought us a pitcher of beer. I sighed as Mark made his horrible Wookie roar and poured himself a glass.

      “I should probably bow out tonight,” I said. “This is not my wheelhouse.” I was still reeling from the interview, feeling the panic set in now that the sugar high was gone. I’d pinned more on that job than I realized, and now my chance there was ruined and my options were truly running out. The last thing I felt like doing was playing trivia for a free round of drinks.

      The alternative, though, was to sit in my sweltering house. Alone.

      “No, Kate!” Amanda said, sliding a drink in front of me. “We have to have four players. David texted a few minutes ago and cancelled.”

      “I’m not in costume. This is silly.”

      Bellee nodded in agreement. She’d fashioned a death star around herself, made primarily from a yoga ball. I couldn’t work out how she’d managed to inflate it in a nearly perfect orb around her after cutting arm and leg holes into it. She’d created a remarkable pattern on it with black permanent marker and duct tape.

      “You have to stay,” Bellee said. “We need to catch up anyway.” Her big brown eyes blinked and her lashes fluttered. Bellee, with her perfect dark skin and immaculately styled braids, always looked like she’d come fresh from a photo shoot. She’d been at the top of her class at Duke and teased me relentlessly about going to UNC. She was one of those women who always seemed at ease in her own skin, and I’d hoped that being around her would teach me how to feel that way. The first girl I’d ever seen with that kind of confidence was Molly, my best friend in high school. Being around Bellee made me feel like there was a little bit of Molly still with me.

      “Don’t you have to be in costume to play?” I said.

      Mark groaned in Wookie, and I felt my eyes roll.

      “I can run down to my house and get my Slanket,” Amanda said. “We could make it into a Jedi robe. Sort of.” Her blue eyes widened as her perfectly sculpted eyebrow arched.

      “It’s starting in ten minutes,” I said. I glanced down at my striped sundress and ankle boots. There wasn’t a single thing about me that fit into this cantina scene, and I was the only person who wasn’t in costume.

      “We could grab some cinnamon buns from the bakery next door,” Bellee said. “I’ve got some bobby pins and a headband in my purse.”

      “We already have one Leia,” Mark said in a huff. He stood abruptly from the table and strode toward the back door of the pub.

      “What’s his deal?” I said.

      Amanda said, “He doesn’t like repetition.” Her white robe gave her a regal look, though her angular features looked nothing like Carrie Fisher’s.

      I laughed. “Seriously? He studies fractals for a living.”

      Bellee snorted, drinking her beer. “That man is way too serious about his cos-play.”

      “Have you found another lab yet?” Amanda asked. Bellee elbowed her, and Amanda’s eyes widened. “What?” Amanda said. “I know she’s going to get an awesome job somewhere new. I want to live vicariously.”

      “I wish my parents had that much faith in me,” I said.

      A few weeks ago, when my father had asked how work was going, I’d just said, “Fine.” It was easier than telling the truth. None of my family knew I’d lost my job, and I planned to keep it that way. My father wouldn’t hassle me much, but my mother would take this opportunity to tell me everything I’d done wrong, even though she had zero understanding of what I did for a living. She thought she was an expert on every subject, and she was certain she had the solution for every problem, especially the ones that did not involve herself. Years before, at a dinner party, she’d told her friends that I did “something with chemicals,” which had given her garden club cohort the idea that I manufactured mustard gas. She liked to be oblique in her descriptions of my work, as if the details didn’t matter to her.

      When I’d politely corrected my mother about my work, she’d sipped her Chardonnay and said, “Sweetheart, all of that is a bit boring for dinner conversation. A hostess needs to think of her guests.”

      I’d stared at her, dumbfounded. That’s when I realized that she’d never think of me as successful because she just didn’t want to see me that way.

      My two brothers were a different story. She had no trouble remembering that Lucas, at twenty-nine, was an architect for a big firm in California. She even bragged on Eric, Lucas’s less responsible twin, and how he had come so far after the car accident that had ruined his blossoming baseball career.

      The car accident that had been caused by me. Granted, it had been caused by naive, eighteen-year-old me, but still. That detail held little relevance for my mother anymore.

      Bellee said, “So have you taken any more exotic trips? If I had your freedom, I’d be flying to a remote island somewhere with endless fruity drinks.”

      I laughed. She was referring to the trip I took in April, when I went to house-sit for my friend Enza down in Bayou Sabine, Louisiana.

      “No more trips just yet,” I said, but just thinking about being in that little town made the hairs on my neck tingle.

      Bayou Sabine was a place I’d have never found on my own. It was a tiny town, about an hour west of New Orleans if you drove fast. My best friend Enza had moved down there a year ago, after inheriting her grandmother’s house. She’d also met a guy named Jack who had completely swept her off her feet, and no friend—not even I—can compete with the way that love sinks its teeth into you. When Enza moved away, she’d left a hollow place in my heart. She’d tried to get me to move down there with her, and I’d considered it. Losing my job in April had been brutal. Enza had invited me to her house to recuperate, and I’d spent nearly all of my time with a man named Andre Dufresne, who I’d damn near fallen in love with.

      Okay, maybe I had. Just a little.

      Andre was the sheriff of Bayou Sabine, an impressive accomplishment for a man in his mid-thirties. I’d never gone all moony-eyed for men in uniform, but there was something special about Andre—something I didn’t find in men too often. He made me feel safe, but let me be free. It wasn’t easy to find a man who could be an anchor, but not tie you down. He was the perfect mix of practical and fun-loving, and seemed to genuinely like me just as I am. I’d dated lots of men in my life, but never for a long period of time because none of them made me feel valued and admired—I’d dated Benjamin for over a year, but even he hadn’t made me feel those things. I knew Andre was different the moment I met him, and I understood enough about probability to know that the chances of finding a better man than him were about the same as getting struck by lightning while holding a winning lottery ticket.

      Leaving Bayou Sabine had been the hardest thing I’d ever done, but I’d told myself it was for the best. I had a career to rebuild. I couldn’t run away to some fantasy just because life got harder back home. I wasn’t a quitter.

      So I’d made myself come back here to Raleigh, thinking I still had more of my life here than there.

      I might have been wrong about that, though.

      Andre had called me several times since I left Bayou Sabine, and we’d texted off and on, but I finally told him it just wasn’t going to work out. I was crazy about him, but I didn’t want a long-distance relationship—that was a complication that I couldn’t handle on top of trying to rebuild my life in Raleigh. The Triangle was overrun with biologists at the moment, and no one was hiring. I hadn’t even been able to find something part-time, which is how I ended up applying for a job in the biochem department. Chemistry was hardly my specialty, but I’d aced it all through college and had dabbled in enough research that I had some chops—and Jacqueline Taylor’s team could use someone with a bio background, too.

      Was it time to pack up and try again in a different city? Maybe. Sometimes, when I lay awake late at night, I considered moving. Even to Bayou Sabine. Was it foolish to move to a new place for a man I’d spent just a couple of weeks with? Possibly. But some days it felt like a brilliant idea.

      Some nights, I worked myself up into a frenzy thinking about those logistical hurdles: finding a job near Bayou Sabine, selling my house. The real estate market was the worst it had been in years, plus my house needed repairs that I couldn’t afford. And that corner of Louisiana wasn’t exactly a hotbed of nano industry. But that town had charm, and it made me long for wide open fields and two-lane roads that wrapped along rivers and curled through shady thickets. I’d been surrounded by concrete for years now, and part of me needed to see more grass and blue sky.

      Bayou Sabine wasn’t too different from Edenboro, the little town I grew up in, situated in the rolling hills of North Carolina. But that was part of my hesitation, too: small towns like to hold secrets, and they love to spread lies. Part of what I liked about a larger city was the way I could slip into anonymity. I didn’t get that in Edenboro, and I likely wouldn’t get it in Bayou Sabine, either.

      But then my mind went back to Andre, and it almost seemed worth it.

      For the past three months, I’d been living off my savings, trying to make a plan, and trying not to have a breakdown as I watched my severance dwindle. My father had etched saving into my brain: Save fifteen percent of every paycheck, he’d bellowed for basically my entire life, and mostly I’d stuck to it. I’d had enough squirreled away to last me several months, but now I was terrified of losing all of my savings, and time was running out.

      I sighed so loudly that Amanda arched her brow and nudged the pitcher of beer towards me. I pulled my cell phone from my back pocket and scrolled through my saved text messages. I didn’t save many, but I’d kept the ones from Andre. The last conversation we’d had was a week before, when he’d asked to visit me. I’d deflected, not saying no, but not knowing how to say yes. Saying yes meant taking some kind of next step in our relationship, and a relationship with Andre still felt like a futile effort. We had a good time together, sure—but his life was stable, and mine felt all kinds of shaky. In the darkest part of the night, as I lay awake, I thought of my life as a train that had derailed, careening towards a cliff. I didn’t want to take Andre with me as I plowed through the trees and sailed over the edge.

      But yeah, I missed him. More than I’d thought possible.

      I jumped when something bright green plopped down on the table in front of me. It was a rubber mask with eye holes cut out. I picked it up as Mark thrust his arm towards me, brandishing a heap of brown cloth that I soon discerned was a robe.

      “You want me to be Yoda?” I said, gazing into the mask’s vacant eye holes.

      Mark shrugged, his fur rippling under the ceiling fans. “It was my back-up plan, in case of duplicates.”

      “You really thought one of us would show up in a full-on Wookie suit?”

      He put his big furry hands on his hips. “It happens more often than you might think. Chewbacca is one of the most beloved characters in the whole of the multiverse.” He said this with a quiet reverence that was almost admirable.

      I sighed, putting the robe on. Now there were no more excuses. I had to stay.
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        * * *

      

      After three rounds of trivia and way too many beers, the tiny pub was crowded to capacity and I was itching to leave. I’d given up on the Yoda mask, which was now shoved up into my hair. I didn’t know who was winning anymore, but it wasn’t us. Amanda had cozied up to the team at the table next to ours, all of them dressed as characters from the most recent film in the franchise, which immediately drew Mark’s ire. That man was a purist to the core.

      My phone buzzed with a missed call. Eric again. I’d hoped maybe it was Andre. Again, Eric didn’t leave a voicemail, so clearly it wasn’t urgent. Eric’s earlier texts simply said, Call me, which usually meant he wanted something. Eric was one of those people who had never learned how to function as an adult. He called when he needed money, or when he needed a favor, but never just to chat.

      Scrolling through his texts from earlier this morning, I saw that they were all some variation of Call me, it’s important. There was still that missed call from my father, and one from my brother Lucas, which made me wonder if Eric was in some sort of trouble again. They could be calling to warn me about Eric’s latest scheme, but it seemed odd that they wouldn’t simply leave that in a voicemail.

      I had just started to dial Lucas to clear this whole thing up when someone jostled my shoulder and spilled what was left of my drink. When I turned, I saw that Amanda was no longer sitting next to me. She had switched seats with one of the guys from the table next to us. He wore a white button-up shirt and black leather pants, plus a vest and hip holster that looked like it was part of one of those elaborate cos-play getups.

      “Sorry,” he said. “It’s a little crowded over here.” When he smiled, a dimple showed. He blinked at me like he was sleepy.

      Based on his goofy grin, Amanda was shamelessly trying to set me up again. I hadn’t told her about Andre—in fact, no one knew about him except Enza. Amanda was nice, but she was a busybody, one of those gals who is content in her relationship and thinks she can usher all of her single friends into happy coupledom, too. I’d politely shrugged off her attempts at setting me up in the past—she’d tried to send me on dates with her friends, a couple of researchers from our lab, her forty-year-old cousin, and even the too-hip-for-me bartender here at the Queen Anne’s Revenge.

      At least my time with the bartender still got me free drinks here.

      “Kate’s a brilliant biologist,” she told the young Jedi now seated between us. “She’s the smartest person I know. Most guys are intimidated by that. Kate, have you met Nick?”

      This Nick person had slid a little too close to me and asked our waitress, Diane, to bring me a rum and coke when he ordered another one for himself. When Diane glanced at me, I said, “My usual will be fine.”

      “Sure thing, Kate.” She winked at me and went back to the bar.

      “I dig smart girls,” Nick said. “That’s cool.” He said this as if he equated smart girl with unicorn.

      I sighed and pocketed my phone.

      “Your hair is quite sculpted,” I said.

      His black hair was standing up in a kind of wave, held into shape by a product much stronger than gravity. He had pale skin with freckles around the bridge of his nose, and thick eyebrows that waggled with every expression.

      “Egg whites,” he told me. “I used to have a mohawk, and that was the only way to go. It’s what Sid Vicious did, I heard.” He winked then, no doubt thinking that flashing me his bad boy card would magically get him further towards my pants. He leaned closer and said, “Want to touch it?”

      “I wouldn’t want to wreck it,” I said.

      Diane came back with our drinks and I took a big swallow of the whiskey.

      “Are you majoring in biology?” Nick asked me.

      I felt whiskey try to come out of my nose and heard a snort from Diane as she slinked away.

      “Are you?” I said.

      “Nah, I’m in the grad program for philosophy. Amanda said you were in biology, though, right?”

      I laughed to myself and turned towards him. “How old do you think I am, Nick?”

      He grinned, swaying a little in his chair as he waved his hand in the air between us. “Oh no,” he said. “I’m not ever supposed to answer that question when a girl asks.” He winked again, clearly hammered.

      “I was a biology major,” I said. “Now I work in a lab across town. Well, used to work there. I’m thirty-two. How old are you, Nick?”

      He laughed a little then, sipping his drink. “Twenty-three, but it’s cool. I like older women.”

      I stared past him at Amanda, who covered her mouth as she reached for the pitcher of beer.

      When Nick dropped his hand on my knee, that was enough.

      “Thanks for the drink,” I said, standing. “But I have to head home now.”

      “Can I walk you?” Nick said, his eyebrow raised. He looked like he’d have trouble just walking as far as the bathroom.

      “I’ll be fine, Lancelot,” I said. “It’s not that far.”

      “I’m not Lancelot. I’m Kylo Ren,” he said, pointing at the vest.

      “Of course you are, honey. That’s why this will never work.”

      He moved to stand, but I scooted past him and waved goodbye to Amanda and Bellee.

      “Leaving already?” Bellee said. “It’s not even ten!”

      “See y’all later,” I said, pulling the robe over my head, shedding it like a skin that had grown too tight. I left it in my chair and weaved through the crowd until I shoved my way out of the big wooden door and into the crisp night air. I took a deep breath and walked down the block, grateful that I lived only a half a mile from the pub. I was a little tipsy, but not so much that I’d trip on cracks in the sidewalk. There was a warm breeze that carried the scent of magnolia and lilac—favorites of my neighbors. After three blocks I was in my historic neighborhood where my little one-story cottage sat surrounded by the homes of young couples and grandmothers with fluffy dogs. There was a cool side of the city, but this wasn’t it. In this part of town, lights were out by midnight, and morning walkers were out at seven. The newspaper came promptly at eight-fifteen, the postal worker at four-thirty. There were few surprises here.

      As I turned the corner by my house, I realized I’d forgotten to leave the porch light on. The light from Mrs. Jacobsen’s next door was barely enough to spill onto my walkway and up the front steps. I fished my key out of my purse as I strode up onto the porch and felt the hairs on my neck stand up just before a man’s voice cut through the air.

      “Hi, Kate,” he said.

      My keys clattered as they fell against the wood floor and my heart banged against my ribs. I spun toward the voice and grabbed the banister rail, ready to kick and scream and raise holy hell.

      A tiny part of my brain told me to relax. I knew that voice.

      Andre Dufresne sat perched on the porch swing, a hint of a smile visible in the dim light. He was in shadow, but I could just make out the outline of his familiar shape—his wide shoulders and his tousled hair. “Sorry to startle you, jolie.” The endearment lingered on his tongue, and my ears tingled.

      I stared at him, my jaw slack. “Andre? You scared the shit out of me.”

      The swing creaked as he stood and walked towards me. He smelled like cedar and wood smoke, and I closed my eyes, thinking of the last time we were this close. I
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