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            Chapter One

         

         Moonflower Bay, Ontario, was known to the legions of tourists who descended on it every summer for lots of things. Spectacular Lake Huron sunsets. The Raspberry Festival. A so-cute-it-made-your-teeth-hurt wishing tradition that involved throwing flowers into the lake under the light of a full moon. Really good pie.

         But to its citizens, it was arguably more (in)famous for its band of meddling old people. They had their hands in everything. The town council. The chamber of commerce. The love lives of their neighbors—they weren’t nicknamed “the matchmakers” for nothing.

         So when they came bustling into the town’s theater company one August afternoon to inform its artistic director, Maya Mehta, that she had been elected queen of next weekend’s Mermaid Parade, Maya should not have been surprised. This happened every year, after all.

         Usually she could manufacture some enthusiasm, but this year they were interrupting a long and painful accounting session in which she was trying to see a way forward through the forest of red ink she was lost in.

         There was nothing like impending financial doom to put a damper on being crowned mermaid queen.

         “Hi,” she said warily as Pearl, Art, Eiko, and Karl came strolling into her office off the theater’s lobby. She minimized QuickBooks on her computer like she’d been caught watching porn at work. As the old folks filed into the small space, she tried to casually gather up the papers scattered on her desk. It wasn’t as if the invoices themselves telegraphed I have no money to pay these! but still. You could never be too careful with this group of meddlers.

         “What’s up?” she asked, as if she didn’t already know. Benjamin Lawson had struck again. You couldn’t even give him points for creativity. This was, what? The fourth year running she’d been elected mermaid queen thanks to his machinations?

         “Congratulations!” Eiko trilled, waving a sparkly tiara.

         “Ms. Maya Mehta,” Karl said with great solemnity, “As the executive committee of the Moonflower Bay town council, it is our pleasure to coronate you this year’s mermaid queen.”

         “Wow. What a shock.”

         “There actually was a little surge of support for another candidate this year,” Pearl said.

         Really? “Who?”

         “I can’t say,” Pearl said. “Election integrity demands confidentiality.”

         “Of course it does.” Maya refrained from rolling her eyes, but only just.

         Eiko shook the tiara at Maya. Maya sighed and bowed her head, and in so doing noticed that although she’d scooped up most of the paperwork on her desk, yesterday’s letter from the Canada Council for the Arts was still lying on the far edge. The one that said, “Dear Ms. Mehta, we regret to inform you…” The one that might as well have said, “Neener neener, no grant for you.”

         After Eiko crowned her, Maya tried to subtly grab the letter, but it was just out of her reach. And Art was standing right next to it. Shoot. She needed a distraction.

         “You know what?” she exclaimed, successfully drawing everyone’s attention. “I want the trident. Why does the king get the trident and the queen gets nothing of actual use? Like, he can raise the minions of the sea—or, I guess, the lake—with his mighty trident and she can do what? Wave and look pretty?”

         That gave them pause. There was a literal pause, in fact, a long one, while they absorbed her complaint. Pearl rebounded first. “You know what? She makes a point.”

         “She was the one who got us to expand the bachelor auction to include bachelorettes, and that was a huge success,” Eiko said.

         “We’ll get you the trident,” Karl said.

         Disarmed, Maya blinked rapidly. That was the thing about the old folks. You had to be careful when you were trying to stand up to them. Sometimes they would just agree with you, which would seem like a victory, but before you knew it, you’d find yourself the chairperson of the town bachelor/ette auction. Or they’d award you custody of the mer-king’s trident. “Who’s king this year?”

         “Jordan Riley,” Pearl said.

         “Really?” That was a new twist. “He doesn’t seem like the type.” Either the type to be interested or the type people would think to nominate. The auto mechanic was nice enough but a bit mysterious.

         “His sister is trying to get him to be more social, so she encouraged people to vote for him,” Eiko said.

         “So what you’re saying is there was election interference on both sides of the ballot this year. I don’t even know why you have me give the crown back every year. You should let me keep it.”

         “We have to let democracy take its course,” Karl said.

         “I’m not sure what part of Benjamin Lawson giving free drinks to people who vote for me sounds like democracy to you, but okay.”

         “Here’s your tail, hon.” Eiko handed over the green-and-blue-sequined creation. “The nice thing about your dynasty is we haven’t had to get this altered for years.”

         Art, the least vocal of the quartet of town meddlers, patted her sympathetically on the shoulder. “Long may you reign.”

         Maya walked them out and reminded herself that as annoying as Moonflower Bay’s meddling old folks could be, she loved them. Her affection for her hometown and its quirky residents was the reason she’d come back after college to start the theater company. It wasn’t their fault her dream was withering on the vine—or that Benjamin Lawson, her nemesis, was so steadfastly committed to throwing the mermaid election in her “favor.” The old folks were just keeping the town traditions alive, and its traditions were part of what made this town great.

         “What’s going on here?” Karl pointed to a bucket in the lobby she’d positioned under a persistent drip.

         “One of the toilets in the ladies’ room on the balcony level is leaking.”

         Karl frowned. “Who are you getting out here to deal with it? There’s a new plumber up in Bayshore who came into the store last week.” Karl ran Lakeside Hardware. Some towns had beauty parlor–based gossip networks. Moonflower Bay had the hardware store. “He left a card. You want me to drop it by later?”

         Does he take Monopoly money? Will he plumb in exchange for theater tickets? “Sure,” she said, leaving out the part where her plan was actually to stick an “Out of Order” sign on the stall in question, leave the bucket where it was, and hope for the best.

         “He’s just starting out, so he’s probably cheaper than Marco Garretson,” Karl added, naming the plumber most people in town used.

         Hmm. Maya was pretty sure they hadn’t seen that rejection letter, but the budget plumber recommendation made her wonder if the old folks knew about her financial problems anyway. But that was impossible, because she hadn’t told anyone. Not her parents, not her friends Eve and Nora. No one.

         “I’m sure he can fix you right up.” Karl tilted his head back again to look at the water-stained ceiling, which caused Maya and everyone else to do the same.

         “Great!” she said with manufactured enthusiasm. “Looking forward to being fixed right up!”

         And with that, a chunk of plaster fell on her head, bounced off a prong of the tiara she was still wearing, and shattered into dust on the floor at her feet.

         
              

         

         A week later

         “Where the hell is Carter?” Law muttered. He’d intended it as a mutter, anyway. It came out more like a shout.

         It was a rhetorical question. He had a pretty good idea where Carter, who’d been due in an hour ago, was. Sleeping it off. Carter had closed last night, and when Carter closed, he tended to be late the next day.

         Law flashed his everybody-knows-your-name smile at the tourist seated at the bar in front of him, a thirtysomething woman he did not, in fact, know. He’d startled her when he yelled, and she’d sloshed some of her drink onto the bar. “Sorry about that. Let me make you a new one on the house. Vodka soda, extra lemon, right?”

         He whipped up her drink and slid it across the bar, smiling absently at her thanks—she was trying to engage him in conversation and he was trying to avoid being engaged—as he angled himself to try to see out the bar’s propped-open front door.

         He couldn’t see anything, but he could hear. The high school marching band, which always led the parade, was playing “Under the Sea.” Which meant it was starting. Dammit.

         The Mermaid Parade was one of the two big annual festivals that lured outsiders to town, and the weekend was a mainstay of the Moonflower Bay economy. The bar had been busy before the parade and would be slammed after it—so Law’s desire to duck out and watch it aside, Carter needed to get his ass in here.

         Law had two employees. Carter, who was full-time, and Shane Calloway, who manned the outdoor pizza oven when it was open, which was from five until eleven every night except in the winter. When the young Grizzly Adams type wasn’t at the bar, he was out shooting deer or pulling fish out of the lake with his bare hands or figuring out ways to get the remote cabin he lived in even further off the grid than it already was. Shane was the opposite of Carter in that he was 100 percent reliable—he’d be in today at four thirty on the dot to get the fire started—but he lived so far away he couldn’t be called to come in last minute. Normally Law’s retired dad would help out in a pinch, but his parents were already at the parade and he could hardly ask his dad to switch places with him.

         Law picked up his phone to text Carter for the third time this afternoon. Dude, where are you? The parade is underway and we’re about to be overrun. We gotta set up the outdoor bar. He tried to tell himself that he wasn’t missing anything. You’ve seen one Mermaid Parade—or thirty-three—you’ve seen them all.

         As evidenced by the fact that he knew the whoop-whoop of the sirens on his buddy Sawyer’s police cruiser marked the halfway point.

         He tried to distract himself by chopping citrus for garnishes, but something was happening beneath his skin. It felt like that soda he’d just poured was fizzing through his veins.

         “You okay?”

         He glanced up.

         “You’re all jumpy,” Ms. Extra Lemon said. “Like you’re waiting for bad news or something.”

         “I’m fine. Just…” About to miss the king-and-queen float. It wasn’t a triumph if he wasn’t there to witness it.

         “Oh, okay. I was going to sympathize. I mean, you don’t sit in a bar by yourself on a beautiful summer day in a beach town unless you’ve got problems.” She gave a self-deprecating snort.

         This was the part where he was supposed to do his bartender duty and ask about her troubles. It was the role people expected him to play, and usually he didn’t mind it. Enjoyed it, even. He’d grown up in this bar, and when the time had come for him to take over its day-to-day operations so his dad could retire, he’d been happy to do so. But right now, he could hear the distant strains of the Gorgons, the town’s women’s choir. They usually walked in front of the king-and-queen float.

         Which meant she was coming.

         Law’s customer performed an overly loud sigh that was meant to be another cue. Instead of asking her what was up, he wondered if another free drink could convince her to watch the bar in his absence.

         But no. He couldn’t. Lawson’s Lager House had been founded by his grandfather in 1943 and had been a town institution ever since. It had almost closed in the recession of the early 1990s, but his parents had pulled it back from the brink. It was his family’s legacy, in other words, and you didn’t just leave your family legacy unattended so you could go watch a parade.

         Anyway, it wasn’t like he didn’t know exactly how it would go. The Gorgons would be singing something from the Spice Girls, and the same old float would come rolling down Main Street hitched to Art Ramsey’s pickup. Then the band, which would be waiting at the end of the route, would back up the Gorgons for “Kiss the Girl” from The Little Mermaid, which was the big finale.

         There would be no actual kissing of the girl, though, because the king was usually Karl, who had four decades on his queen. But also because the queen would be scowling, lips pursed in displeasure. He grinned just thinking about it.

         Although the king this year was Jordan Riley.

         Did that mean there might actually be kissing? A ceremonial kiss? Law vaguely remembered one year, long before the Maya Dynasty, when Allison Andersen and Charles Braithwaite had been king and queen and had shocked everyone by laughingly kissing—but, like, a real, drawn-out kiss—at the end of the song. And hadn’t they gone on to date for a while? Allison was married to someone else now, but Law kind of thought so.

         The carbonation in his veins was becoming unendurable. He had to get out there. Ms. Extra Lemon it was. You tended bar enough years, you became a decent judge of character. He’d come back and listen to her talk about her problems for as long as she liked. “Listen. I’m wondering if you can do me a—”

         The bells on the door jingled. Ah! Saved by the only townsperson who wouldn’t be at the parade. “Jake!”

         His friend paused in the doorway. Yeah, that greeting had probably sounded way too enthusiastic, given that they saw each other all the time.

         He tried again without the exclamation mark. “Jake. What are you doing here?” The town curmudgeon usually spent festival days holed up in his cottage in Paradise Cove.

         “I was helping the new doctor get set up for her vaccine campaign, and I stupidly left my truck on the other side of Main, so I’m stuck until after the parade.” He pulled out a stool.

         “Well, help yourself to whatever you want, but do me a favor and watch the place for a few minutes, will you?” Law came out from behind the bar. With anyone else, he would have expected an interrogation about his sudden need to bail on his place of business, but he was counting on—and got—merely a grunt of assent from Jake. That was the nice thing about Jake. He wasn’t always jumping to conclusions where there were none to be made.

         He’d made it almost all the way to the door when Jake’s voice caught up with him. “You’d better hurry or you’re going to miss her.”

         
              

         

         “What’s with the Spice Girls thing?” Sawyer asked a few minutes later as he came to stand next to Law on the curb near the end of the parade route. Sawyer had finished his role in it, parked his cruiser, and shown up to watch the end.

         The Gorgons were approaching, performing an enthusiastic version of that “If you wanna be my lover” song. Several of them sported headpieces that made it look like they had snakes for hair.

         “Why is it always the Spice Girls?” Sawyer went on. “I mean, songs from The Little Mermaid I get. But the Spice Girls?”

         “Maya got her undies in a bunch years ago because I didn’t have any Spice Girls on the jukebox at the bar. So I think she gets them to sing it to stick it to me. Also, you may remember that the Gorgons never marched in front of the royalty float back in the day. They were further up in the parade, and…”

         He trailed off, registering Sawyer’s puzzled look. Yeah, Sawyer didn’t remember that. It was a weirdly specific detail that only someone obsessed with the parade would recall.

         “So what you’re saying,” Sawyer said, “is that you get Maya elected mermaid queen every year, and she responds by surrounding herself with a choir named after figures from Greek mythology whose whole schtick was to turn men to stone and she has them sing the Spice Girls purely to irritate you.”

         Ah, yes. That was what Law was saying. But he did realize how ridiculous it sounded when put like that. Annoying Maya was his main hobby, which maybe didn’t reflect well on him, but he didn’t care. Given that he was cursed by being wildly attracted to a woman who hated him, and given that the feeling was mostly mutual—though he couldn’t honestly say he hated her as much as he was endlessly annoyed by her—the Mermaid Parade was pretty much the highlight of his year. He got to see Maya in all her glory, and he got to bug the shit out of her. Win-win. But he didn’t know how to answer Sawyer’s question. Law had learned to live with the contradictions inherent in his relationship with Maya, but his friends did not need to know about them. They wouldn’t understand.

         Sawyer shrugged, returned his attention to the float, and said, “That sounds about right, actually.”

         The Gorgons wrapped up the song, and the band began playing a royal flourish, heavy on the horns.

         Maya was wearing her signature Converse high-tops—a sky-blue pair. After the first year of her reign, she’d cut a hole in the bottom of the tail so her feet could peek through, saying she “refused to be jailed,” which was a very Maya-esque turn of phrase. The green and blue sequins on the tail made it sparkle in the sun. She wore a hot-pink tube top and had painted her lips a matching color. Her long, so-brown-it-was-almost-black hair hung loose down her back, which was a rare occurrence, and it was windy enough that she kept having to push it out of her face.

         As the float came to a halt, she made one last rotation perched on her throne, waving first to the people on the other side of the street. It wasn’t a fakey beauty-queen wave, but it also wasn’t the kind of wave she’d do in her real life. That kind would be fast and enthusiastic—Law aside, she was always happy to see people. No, it was merely a slow, unremarkable, almost disinterested wave. And as she turned to face forward, he could see that it matched her expression, which was blank. She wasn’t smiling. She wasn’t scowling like she sometimes was on that throne. She was bored. Unmoved.

         Well, damn. Maybe it was time to retire this stunt. He’d had people in the bar this past spring asking him for ballots before he’d even bothered to put any out, though, so he wasn’t sure he could retire it.

         She kept up the blasé waving as she rotated to face his side of the street, her arm moving mechanically in between brushing hair off her face—clouds were moving in, and the wind off the lake was picking up.

         Something happened as their gazes met and she registered his presence. She rolled her eyes. Not a lot. Just a little. Enough to communicate, though, when you were capable of communicating in subtle gestures like they were, resigned disgust.

         Ha! There it was. He choked back a grin and raised his eyebrows at her. Not a lot. Just a little. Enough to communicate, when you were capable of communicating in subtle gestures like they were, triumph.

         As the Gorgons finished their song, a huge gust of wind tore across the beach from the lake. It was so strong and sudden that some people gasped. Maya had been about to climb down from the float, so she was standing. She grabbed a corner of her throne with one hand and flung the other out to balance herself. The wind caught her hair and blew it up and out behind her, so she looked like a Gorgon, too. Like the queen of the Gorgons, commanding the vengeful musical army at her feet.

         But she also looked like the queen of the mermaids. The hand she’d flung out to balance herself was holding the trident, and with the drama of the gesture, you could almost believe she was creating the wind, like she was about to call forth the lake itself, to summon a tidal wave that would subsume them all.

         She was stunning.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Back at the bar, Law had words with Carter, who’d shown up while he was out. “You can’t just show up two hours late on one of the busiest days of the year.” He hated to sound like a nag, but honestly, this was a place of business, not a frat house. “It’s not like I have backup. It’s me and you here, bud.”

         Though maybe that needed to change. Even if Carter were more reliable, running this place with only two bartenders was a stretch. Law used to have a third person, but Amber Grant quit when she graduated from nursing school, and now she worked for Nora Walsh, the new town doctor. Law had always known that his time with Amber, who’d been a stellar employee, was limited. He’d held off on replacing her, though, because of his plans. He didn’t mind working a ton of hours himself right now if it meant saving money.

         “Sorry, man. I’ll do better,” Carter said, and Law moved on to serve Nora, poacher of Amber, who was just pulling out a stool.

         “Hey, Doc. I heard you were running a vaccine drive. How did it go?” There’d been a measles outbreak in the region, and Nora was determined to beat it back.

         “Okay, I think. It was just an information table—I wasn’t actually giving shots.” She shook her head. “I’m still a bit gobsmacked by that parade.”

         “It’s something, isn’t it? You get so used to the craziness around here, you sometimes forget—”

         She was here.

         The door opening, which was what had drawn Law’s attention, was not unusual. He was in the habit of quickly looking over when he heard the bells on the door. You tended bar enough years, you learned to keep an eye on the crowd.

         When Maya came into the bar, which she did more days than not, it always felt like he’d been teleported into a cheesy Western where an outlaw cowboy type slammed open the saloon doors and the whole place fell silent, waiting for him to say something like, This town ain’t big enough for the both of us as he challenged his nemesis to a shoot-out.

         Maya never said that—though the sentiment was probably pretty representative of her opinion about him. And the whole place didn’t pause when she came in. It just felt like it. Because the normal functioning of Law’s brain did pause whenever she walked through his door. Not long enough that anyone ever noticed, thankfully, and usually muscle memory kept him from spilling anything if he was in the middle of pouring a drink. But her appearance always caused his brain to peace out of its surroundings for a second and run a little movie in his head—a movie called Maya’s Nineteenth Birthday.

         He’d been behind the bar, chatting idly with her brother, Rohan, who’d been home for the holidays. Law was six years older than Maya, so they hadn’t overlapped in high school, but he was only three years older than Rohan, and they’d been on the track-and-field team together. Rohan had gone on to become a big-shot business exec in the US, but at that point he’d only recently graduated university and moved to Chicago, and they were chatting about how he was finding it.

         The funny part was, if you had asked Law then if Rohan Mehta had a sibling, he’d have had to think about it. He knew Rohan, and he knew Rohan’s dad, who owned A Rose by Any Other Name. Law’s dad and Mr. Mehta had been active in the chamber of commerce when Law was a kid. And yes, he vaguely knew there was a little sister, the gangly theater girl who staged plays on the town green. He had never been to one at that point, though. He was already putting in a ton of hours at the bar helping his dad, and between that, school, and track, he didn’t have time for much else. He wasn’t even sure he’d known Maya’s name at that point. She just hadn’t registered in his brain.

         But that day, she did register in his brain. Oh boy, did she ever.

         It had been a quiet December afternoon. Law was working alone, his dad having moved into semiretirement, and there were only a handful of customers in the bar. When she arrived, both Law and Rohan turned to look at her, and Rohan grinned and got up. “Happy birthday, kid!”

         “Hi, hi!” she exclaimed as she hugged him. “And thanks!”

         “You been to the store yet?”

         “Yeah, I dropped off my bag there. I told Dad we’d meet him there at six. We’re going to the White Rhino in Bayshore.”

         “What a shock,” Rohan deadpanned.

         “Shut up. It’s my birthday. I’m the boss. And I love that place.” She shrugged off her coat. She was wearing skinny jeans and a fitted T-shirt that read “Drama Queen.” Nothing about the outfit was revealing per se, but it did make Law wonder how he had ever thought of her as gangly. She had her hair in this big messy bun almost but not quite on the top of her head. It made him want to know how long her hair would be when it was down.

         There was just something about her, though it was hard to say what. She wore no makeup, and that, together with her casual clothes and almost-messy hair, should not be having this effect on him—“this effect” being that he couldn’t stop looking at her. Her light-brown skin was all glowy, and the smile she gave her brother was almost blinding even from Law’s vantage point to the side. “It’s your birthday?” Law said.

         She swung around to look at him for the first time, and her eyes were the exact same color as the honey cream ale from Bayside Brewing they had on one of their permanent taps.

         He wasn’t sure why he was noticing all this stuff about her. Comparing her eyes to beer? Come on. She was pretty, for sure. But he was a bartender. Every subcategory of humanity had been through Lawson’s Lager House, including “pretty,” and he was generally indifferent. He would provide a friendly ear if one was wanted, but he didn’t hit on customers. Especially the little sisters of old acquaintances—the key word there being little.

         How little, though? He hoped not too little, because he could not deny that he was, suddenly, perving on Maya Mehta.

         Until she started talking.

         “Nineteen today,” she said in answer to his question, and he breathed a sigh of relief. Nineteen was the drinking age, so he felt less gross for admiring her than he would have if she’d been younger. Not that he was going to do anything about it, but still.

         “Hey, congrats. Nineteenth-birthday drinks are on the house. What can I get you?”

         She kept staring at him, and if he wasn’t mistaken, she didn’t like what she was seeing. After an uncomfortably long time, she said, “I can pay for my own drink, thanks.”

         “You sure? Because—”

         “I’ll have a white wine, please.”

         “Any preference?” He’d recently talked his dad into expanding the wine list. It used to have two items: red and white. Now it contained six offerings, vintages he had researched and selected. He slid her one of the small laminated menus.

         “What do you recommend?” she asked.

         “The Tawse Chardonnay is nice.”

         “I’ll have the Riesling, thanks.”

         Okay, then. Rohan’s little sister was a sourpuss. Noted. Law turned to pour the wine, and by the time he set it in front of her, she was getting out her wallet.

         “Take the free drink,” Rohan said. “You were just complaining about the cost of living in Toronto.” He turned to Law. “Maya’s at Sheridan College studying theater. She just finished her first semester.” He raised his glass to toast her, his pride apparent.

         “I can pay for my own drink,” she said again.

         “By all means, don’t let me stop you,” Law said. “I’ll happily take your money.” He was teasing. Mostly. He didn’t understand why she would turn her nose up at a free drink, or why her refusal was so snooty, but whatever.

         “I would never let you stop me,” she said.

         Huh? But before he could even try to start parsing what she’d said, she’d pressed a ten-dollar bill into his hand, and it felt like she was electrocuting him.

         And that was the story of how Law came to be wildly attracted to someone he didn’t even like. If he were a superhero, that day would have gone down in the lore as the day Maya came into his bar, her bright, bitter beauty an injection of life on a slow, snowy afternoon, and stung him.

         She had come into his bar a lot in the years after the sting. Not so much when she was in college, though there had been a few visits. But once she came home for good, she was in the bar all the damn time. And every single time she walked through his door, his brain stuttered for a second. It was irritating. It was embarrassing.

         “Hey,” Nora said as Maya plopped down next to her. Maya was still wearing the pink tube top from the parade—God help him—but the tail and tiara were gone. The top was now paired with her standard jeans and Cons, though she’d changed the Cons from her blue mermaid pair to a baby-pink pair. “That was really something. This whole town is really something.”

         “You’ll get used to us.” Maya smiled at Nora. Maya had a big, easy smile, but Law had still never seen it straight-on.

         “So what’s with the mermaid queen thing?” Nora asked, looking between him and Maya. “I hear you’re behind her election every year?”

         Sort of. He had been the first time. After that, it had taken on a life of its own. But he would take the credit. “I am.”

         “Benjamin,” Maya said, finally deigning to greet him. Everyone in town called him Law except Maya and his mother. Maya had a certain way of saying his name, emphasizing it like it was heavy in her mouth, like it pained her to say it.

         He set a wineglass down in front of her and poured her wine—that was his version of greeting her. It was still a Riesling, though a different one from that first time. After he’d taken over the bar full-time, he’d done even more tinkering with the wine list—although this one wasn’t on the menu.

         “Benjamin lives to antagonize me,” Maya explained to Nora.

         “You started it,” he retorted.

         “Untrue,” Maya said, but, having dismissed him, she was talking to Nora. She was also wrong. She had been distinctly frosty since Sting Day.

         Most people liked Law. He had always thought of himself as inherently likeable. Until she came along. It was kind of interesting to be the object of someone’s disdain. No, not interesting. Exhilarating. Sparring with Maya was the highlight of his day—which he realized sounded crazy, but it was true. As downtown business owners whose jobs had them keeping late hours, they saw a lot of each other, and the odd day he didn’t see her felt strangely off, like he’d gone around all day with his shirt inside out or something.

         “But how did you even come up with the mermaid queen prank?” Nora asked Law. She turned to Maya. “And why do you hate it so much? I would think, with the whole theater thing, that it would be up your alley.”

         Maya picked up her wine. “We were all here one night during the Raspberry Festival, so the place was crawling with tourists. There was a bachelorette party happening, and the bride had one of those beauty-queen sashes on, you know? Like, it said, ‘The future Mrs. Brad McBoring’ or whatever?” Nora nodded. “We somehow started talking about pageants, and we were laughing about what our talents would be if we were in one.”

         “You would do a dramatic monologue,” Nora said.

         “Yes, the one from Ibsen’s A Doll’s House where Nora—hey, her name is Nora, too!—is talking about how she subsumed her tastes into her husband’s so much that she’s effectively his doll.” She struck a purposefully melodramatic pose and cried, “‘You and Papa have committed a great sin against me! It is your fault that I have made nothing of my life!’” She made a silly face and broke character. “And then I made some big pronouncement about how I would die before I’d ever be a beauty queen, and…” She performed a big shrug. “Here I am.”

         Nora laughed. “And what was your talent going to be?” she asked Law.

         “I’d make the perfect martini.”

         “Oh, Maya would definitely beat you,” Nora said dismissively. “She’s prettier, too.”

         He could not argue with that.

         
              

         

         “Yeah,” Nora said to Maya after Benjamin wandered away to serve someone else, “but why do you guys dislike each other so much? It feels like a long-standing grudge. Did he stand you up at the prom or something?” She laughed like the idea was ridiculous.

         “Benjamin is six years older than I am, so no, no one was jilted at the prom,” Maya said, fake-laughing along with Nora, but the truth wasn’t that far off. She wasn’t sure how—or how much—to explain. She liked Nora. They were fast becoming friends, and she didn’t want to run her off by sounding like a lunatic with a gold medal in grudge holding. “We never really knew each other as kids,” she added.

         Well, he didn’t know her. She knew him. Or knew of him. She’d always thought he was cute, running around at track meets in his little shorts, his muscles rippling as he hurled his body over the bar in pole vault. He and Rohan both competed in the eight-hundred-meter run, and Benjamin always won, which Ro always put down to the fact that he was older. The two boys had a friendly rivalry that was heavy on the friendliness, and indeed, Benjamin had always seemed like a nice guy. Everyone liked Benjamin, including Maya.

         Until he ruined her first play. Romeo and Juliet. She was fifteen, and she’d had big dreams even then. She’d worked so hard to get that first play off the ground. Law had been dating her Juliet, and he’d talked her into impulsively skipping town the day of the show, forcing Maya to cancel it. She still remembered the anger and shame. All that work down the drain.

         But she didn’t want to get into it. It sounded so stupid from this vantage point. She’d just been so mad at him, and by the time the anger had faded, they were settled so far into their groove of bickering and feuding that there was no climbing out of it.

         So she went for the rest of the story, which was all true. “We just don’t like each other. When I opened the theater, we started having all these conflicts. Parking, noise from the bands he has in here on weekends, you name it. And the new pizza oven out back belches smoke. My patrons used to like to go out behind the theater during intermission, but they can’t anymore.” She shrugged. “We just sort of got into the habit of being at odds. Oil and water, you know?”

         “But doesn’t it get tiring?”

         Not at all. If anything, it was the reverse. Fighting with Benjamin made Maya feel alive in a way that nothing else did—which was annoying, but it was what it was. She picked up her drink. “Everyone needs hobbies.”

         
              

         

         An hour later, Maya was still sitting at the bar, though Nora had left. She should just leave, too. But as in the aftermath of a play, the mermaid queen gig had her hyped up. It was a common phenomenon among actors. The energy you needed to put on a show couldn’t be turned off with the flip of a switch. She needed a step-down of sorts before she went back to her quiet apartment. If she was doing a play, she usually wasn’t out of the theater until well after eleven, and Lawson’s Lager House was the only thing open. Plus, its proprietor aside, she loved this place. It was familiar and cozy and she could always find someone to talk to if she was in the mood. If she wasn’t, she could sit at the bar and read or work on memorizing lines. She almost thought of it as an extension of her living space, which was a crappy studio. A communal living room of sorts.

         She took a tiny sip of her wine. She always ordered a glass because she wasn’t about to sit in Benjamin’s bar without ordering anything. He wasn’t going to be able to accuse her of freeloading. But she never drank very fast, as she was aware that her almost daily presence in the bar would make it easy to start drinking too much.

         Also there was the part where she had no money.

         “So tomorrow is your last show, right?” Benjamin asked.

         “Yes,” she said warily. Her summer play always coincided with Mermaid Parade weekend—there was a preparade matinee on the Saturday and an evening show on the Sunday. This year was Grease. She’d thought it would be a crowd-pleaser, but she’d sold only a third of the seats today, which made her panic when she thought about it too hard. She shoved aside thoughts of impending financial ruin. She was pretty sure Benjamin was about to start something, so she needed to be on her toes.

         “I want half the parking spots tomorrow night,” he said. “I have Final Vinyl in for their last show of the summer, and it’s going to be packed.”

         “Okay.”

         He reared back a little, and she laughed. She’d shocked him with her easy acquiescence. They were forever battling over parking. The bar and the theater were separated only by the Moonflower Bay Monitor building, and the reserved parking spots right out front were in demand in the evenings.

         “On one condition,” she added.

         “Ah,” he said, “that’s more like it.”

         “I’m thinking of adding wine to the concessions at the theater.” She was thinking of a lot of things, actually, probably none of which would be enough to make up for the blow of not getting the grant she’d been counting on, but this was one he could help with. Booze, according to her research, had high margins, and if she could get a deal on the supply end, she could turn an even bigger profit. “I’m not totally sold, as I’ll need cups and corkscrews and all that, and I’m not sure about the legality of my concessions guy, who’s a high schooler, serving.”

         “Your high schooler has to be eighteen. And there’s actually some decent wine in cans these days. You could serve it straight out of the can with a straw—no cups or corkscrews needed. Act like you’re doing it on purpose—pretend you’re being trendy.”

         That was a great idea. But no need to get overtly excited. “I don’t have to pretend to be trendy, Benjamin.” She narrowed her eyes.

         “Says the woman wearing a tube top. Nineteen eighty-three called, and they want their outfit back.” He leaned closer over the bar and held her gaze. They did this. Staring contests. Glaring contests. She wasn’t sure when it had started, only that when you were in one, the goal was to not look away first.

         She usually won, if only because he had actual work to do. As was the case now, when Carter came up to ask him a question. She smirked.

         “So how do I get these cans of wine?” she asked after he was done with Carter. “Advise me and you can have the parking spots tomorrow. Do I just buy them in bulk from the liquor store?”

         “No. You tell me what you want, and I add it to my wholesale order. Your per-unit price will be better that way. I’ll invoice you.”

         That was unexpectedly generous of him. But that was the strange thing about Benjamin. Though they battled pretty much constantly, he would sometimes surprise her by doing something decent.

         He left to serve other customers, leaving her to ponder the mess she was in. She had opened the theater with a start-up economic development grant and a big investment from her parents. She had kept it operating the past five years through a combination of arts grants and the money she made from ticket sales and the summer arts camps she ran for kids.

         On paper, she should have been profitable by now—certainly past the point where losing out on one grant was enough to do her in. The problem was the building. It had started its life as a theater in the late nineteenth century and had been converted to a movie house in the 1970s. But that had been shuttered fifteen years ago, and the building had sat vacant until she bought it for a song. She’d known it was going to need work but had underestimated just how much. The leak in the lobby ceiling was only the latest in a series of problems—electrical fires causing her to have to rewire, pipes freezing—that had demanded influxes of cash that was supposed to be going to operating and payroll.

         What was she going to do? She was already running as lean an operation as she could. She had only two full-time employees—Marjorie Nicolson, who did box office and admin, and Richard Lanister, who was her tech guru and jack-of-all-trades, overseeing set building and running the light board during shows. Everyone else was part-time—the concessions kid, for example, who wasn’t eighteen, which was a new little problem to deal with. The cast and crew she hired on contract for each show. The ushers worked for free in exchange for getting to see the show. Everything else she did herself, meaning not only was she the Moonflower Bay Theater Company’s artistic director, she was also its janitor.

         So she needed to think of something, and she needed to think of it quick. Something more than wine in a can.

         She was starting to get kind of panicky, so she pulled out her phone. There had been a football match today, and though she’d checked the final score, she hadn’t had time to do anything beyond that. Even though her beloved Crystal Palace had lost, watching the match highlights would soothe her.

         Except…Ugh. She’d forgotten that as part of her attempt to cut her personal expenses because she’d started paying herself less, she’d dumped the app that was the only way to watch English Premier League football in Canada. It had gone in a moment of resolve, along with Netflix and even the Wi-Fi in her apartment—she had Wi-Fi at the theater and that was enough, she’d reasoned. “Ugh.” She said it out loud this time.

         “Everything okay here?” Benjamin was back.

         “Yep, I just forgot I’m out of data this month,” she lied. She didn’t like anyone knowing about her money troubles, but she especially didn’t want him knowing. Showing weakness in front of Benjamin Lawson was not in her playbook. “And since you’re a troglodyte with no Wi-Fi, I can’t check how the football match went earlier.”

         “Who needs Wi-Fi at a bar?” he said. “You come to a bar to forget your troubles, not surf the internet.”

         She rolled her eyes. She’d have to go back to the theater and pull up some of her UK sites to get a recap. Damn, she was going to miss watching matches this season. But when it came down to it, what was more important, football or the theater? No question. She slung her purse over her shoulder and hopped off her stool.

         “Hang on, though, I think I get English Premier League soccer.” Benjamin picked up a remote and aimed it at one of the TVs mounted above the bar. “I get my NFL from this app that I think now has English Premier League, too.”

         “Are you kidding me?” she practically shouted, not sure if she was happy he had the app or mad that he’d never mentioned it.

         He shot her a look. “Calm yourself.” He futzed with the TV, and there it was. He pulled up the menu and handed her the remote. “Knock yourself out.”

         “Hang on a sec,” she called after him. He’d been on his way down the bar but he came back, eyebrows raised impatiently. “If you don’t have Wi-Fi in this bar, how do you run the app?” His face froze. Ha. Busted. “You do have Wi-Fi!”

         “Keep your voice down,” he whisper-yelled, looking around and leaning in like they were preparing to do a drug deal. “Yes, I have Wi-Fi—in the whole building. I need it for some of the streaming services and apps I need to show the sports people want.” He gestured at the TV above them. “Like your precious soccer.”

         “And no one has put two and two together before?” She’d seen people ask him for the Wi-Fi password before and him answer that there wasn’t one.

         “Look, I just want this to be a certain kind of place—a place where people can hang out and not be slaves to their phones.” He rolled his eyes. “Not that it really matters. They already are. I just figure I don’t have to help them along with Wi-Fi.”

         She actually understood that. How many times had she had some idiot ignore the turn-your-devices-off announcement before a show and then been interrupted by a phone ringing? And the living room feeling she liked about the bar came from its communal vibe. Not its everyone-staring-at-their-own-phone vibe.

         Most importantly, she wasn’t in a position to complain if she wanted to watch football here. So she just said, “Okay.”

         “Okay? That’s it? You’re not going to expose me as a fraud?”

         “Not today.” She shot him a saccharine smile. “Maybe later.” But actually…“What’s the password for the Wi-Fi?” If she could get Wi-Fi in her living room away from home, that would be awesome.

         “Why?”

         So I can mooch off your Wi-Fi. “I really, really need to check something.” She shook her phone at him, and he raised an eyebrow. “It’s an emergency. Tell it to me, and I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

         He shook his head, but he leaned farther in—he smelled good—and whispered “LLH1943.”

         “How original.”

         “Well, we can’t all be creative geniuses.”

         She typed it in, connected to his network, and shot him another fake smile. “That’s true.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Four months later

         Law looked up from garnishing an old-fashioned when the bells on the door jingled.

         It was Maya.

         Which was a surprise. She generally didn’t come in on nights he had bands in.

         As if on cue, she paused in the doorway, glanced at the band, and rolled her eyes.

         She pulled up a stool next to Eve and Sawyer, who were oblivious to her arrival because they were half making out, half whispering to each other. Maya rolled her eyes again, but this time it was an inclusive eye roll, like she expected Law to share her view on how annoying the lovebirds were. He had the sudden urge to wink in solidarity with her, but he held back. They didn’t do solidarity.

         “How come you have a band here tonight?” she asked him. “I would have thought that’d be tomorrow night.”

         Tomorrow was New Year’s Eve, and she was right; he did usually have a band on New Year’s Eve, and since he didn’t usually do bands more than once a week, her surprise at finding one here tonight was logical. “I’m trying a DJ for New Year’s this year.”

         “Well, I was hoping to watch football, but now it’s going to be impossible to hear it.” She sighed, but not in her usual theatrical way. Something was off. She seemed almost…sad?

         He handed her the remote for her preferred TV. “My sincerest apologies that the normal operation of my business is getting in the way of your recreation,” he said in a way that was neither apologetic nor sincere. Thrown a little by how out of sorts she seemed, he was trying to goad her back to her usual self, but she didn’t take the bait. So he set a wineglass in front of her, filled it, and left her to her sulking.

         A while later, when the band was on a break between sets and Eve and Sawyer were settling their tab, he was drawn into a conversation between them that Maya was tangentially part of as she half listened, half watched her match.

         “It’s December thirtieth,” Eve said, leaning over to speak to both Law and Sawyer. “You think Jake is okay?”

         “Yeah,” Law said.

         “Well, as okay as he ever is,” Maya said.

         “You and I should probably go check on him tomorrow, though?” Sawyer asked Law.

         Law nodded his agreement. Jake’s son, Jude, who had died of the flu several years ago, just shy of his first birthday, had been born on December thirtieth. Jake always marked the day in self-imposed solitary confinement in his cottage, and he also never appeared for any New Year’s Eve happenings. Law and Sawyer had tried, that first year, to be there for him on and around significant days, like Jude’s birthday and the anniversary of his death, but Jake had made it abundantly clear that he wanted to be left alone. That wouldn’t stop them from checking in on him, though.

         “Has anyone heard from Nora?” Law asked, since they were taking stock of absent friends. Nora had left town abruptly a little before Christmas because her grandmother was dying.

         “Yes,” Maya said. “Her grandma died on the twenty-sixth.”

         They were all silent for a moment. “Any idea when she’s coming back?” Law asked.

         “Nope. I’ll ask her next time I talk to her, though,” Maya said.

         Eve and Sawyer made their farewells, and Maya picked up the remote and turned the volume up on her match. “Sheesh. I could hardly breathe through all the pheromones there.” Law chuckled. Eve and Sawyer were definitely still in their honeymoon phase. The band started making tuning rumblings.

         “Are they playing another set?” Maya asked.

         “Yeah, one more short one before closing.”

         She sighed—once again, she seemed sad, which wasn’t usual for her—and handed him the remote. “Well, this is pointless.”

         She moved for her coat, and he said, “Actually…” But wait. Was he insane?

         “What?” she said impatiently.

         “I have the app on my TV upstairs, too, if you want to go watch up there.” Yes, he was insane. “It’ll be quiet.” Like, very, very insane.

         “Really?”

         “Yeah, the app allows more than one log-in, so I have it in my apartment, though I don’t think I’ve ever used it up there.” He realized that didn’t address her shock, and honestly, since his subscription came with three log-ins and he only had two in use, what he really should do was give her the third. But he liked having her watch soccer at his bar. Since she’d found out he had the app, she’d taken to coming in at night, parking herself in front of the TV he now thought of as hers, and cueing up the day’s league highlights. He’d even gotten a little into it himself.

         Weirdly, she hadn’t even given him crap—well, not much—about his secret Wi-Fi. Probably because it benefited her.

         “You’re inviting me up to your apartment to watch football,” she said, clearly still not quite believing him.

         “Well, I’m not inviting you up. I’m not going to be there.” He gestured at the still-buzzing bar. “I’m just saying you can go up there if you want.” He fished his keys out of his pocket and held them out. Her mouth fell open. She was agog. Fair enough. He was kind of agog himself. He didn’t know what had possessed him, except he was pretty sure he hadn’t imagined those flashes of sadness in her eyes earlier. And her soccer team made her so happy.

         He also hadn’t truly expected her to take him up on the offer, so he was extra agog when she grabbed the keys out of his hand and hopped off the stool.

         Well, damn. “Will you be able to figure out the TV?”

         “Yes, Benjamin. I can run a light board. I aced video editing in college. I can figure out a TV.”

         Ah, that was more like it.

         And she must have figured it out, because after she left, he didn’t see her again. Knowing she was upstairs, in his personal space, while he carried on like normal down here was strange. There was an intimacy to it, which should have been the wrong descriptor, because she was there and he was here. After closing up, he rushed through only the most pressing cleaning tasks, telling himself he’d come down early and finish in the morning.

         Upstairs, he pushed open the unlocked door to his apartment, his heart beating faster than he could explain away as a result of having run up the stairs. The place was dark, but he could hear the TV.

         “Hey,” he called as he made his way through the dining room that connected the kitchen and living room, announcing his presence so as not to startle her.

         “Hey,” she said back, and there she was, cozied up on his sofa. He sat on the other end and looked at the screen.

         “Benjamin,” she said, without emphasizing his name in that annoyed-schoolmarm way she usually did, “this”—she waved her arms around—“is awesome.”

         “What? The apartment?”

         “Yes, the apartment. But also your giant TV. Watching a match on your giant TV. All of the above. What’s with this place? Why is it so huge and nice? Who even are you?”

         He shrugged, trying not to show how pleased he was by her approval. “I grew up in this apartment.”

         “You did?”

         “Yeah. Well, my parents had a house when I was born, but they moved up here—they owned the building—when I was little, so this has always been home.” When they retired, they’d bought a little house up the lake a way, and Law had done a remodel on the apartment to make it less of a family place and more of a swish bachelor pad—hence the giant TV. “What are you watching?”

         “Just an old archived match. Sorry, I should have left when I finished today’s. This setup is just so amazing.”

         She started to get up, but he motioned for her to stay. “You don’t have to go. It takes me a while to wind down after closing the bar.”

         “Theater is the same. It’s hard to switch off right away.”

         “I usually watch mindless TV for a while when I get home. This is as good as any. So don’t leave on my account.”

         “Are you calling Crystal Palace versus Man City mindless?”

         He quirked a smile. “I would never do that.”

         They watched in silence for a few minutes until she said, “Benjamin?”

         “Mmm?” He was getting sleepy.

         “Are we having a truce?”

         “It would appear so.”

         “Don’t get used to it.”

         “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

         
              

         

         Bang, bang, bang.

         Maya jolted awake in her bed, startled by a sudden pounding on her door.

         “What the hell?” came a voice from nearby—a rough, gravelly, masculine voice. And it was very nearby.

         Oh. My.

         The pounding wasn’t on her door, and she wasn’t in her bed. She was on Benjamin’s couch, and someone was at his door.

         She’d fallen asleep, and so had he, judging from the wild look in his eyes—his eyes that were inches from her own. He had the prettiest green eyes. They were the exact color of the moss that grew on the town gazebo, and they were bracketed by laugh lines of the sort that a person got when he was funny and friendly—to other people—and expressive.

         It was annoying.

         Bang, bang, bang.

         Right. This was not the time to be admiring Benjamin’s eyes. “Get up,” she whisper-yelled. Somehow, though they had been sitting on opposite ends of the couch last night, now they were tangled up together, sort of half sitting, half lying on the sofa.

         “I can’t until you get off me,” he “yelled” back, tapping her calves. Mortifyingly, her legs were stretched out on his lap.

         His hands resting on her bare ankles suddenly felt like brands. She snatched her legs back. “What time is it?”

         He glanced at his watch. “Ten thirty.”

         Holy crap. “No one can know I’m here,” she said urgently.

         “No shit.”

         “Thanks a lot.” All she’d meant was that the old folks couldn’t catch wind of this. They would not accept the entirely innocent and entirely true we-fell-asleep-watching-football excuse, and she would have to spend the next year dodging their matchmaking attempts.

         He placed his finger against his lips to signal for quiet as he smoothed his hair, which was sticking out at all angles in a way that was difficult not to find adorable. He disappeared through the dining room, and she could hear him sliding the dead bolt on the door. She went to the kitchen and pressed her ear to the door to eavesdrop.

         “How’d you get in?” she heard him say.

         “You gave me a key when I was building your pizza oven.” It was Jake. Strange. She hoped he was okay. As they’d been discussing last night, this time of year was hard for him.

         “Right,” Benjamin said. “What can I do for you?”

         “I know this is going to sound weird, but can you make me a pizza? Like, an uncooked one that I can finish at home?”

         “Let’s go downstairs,” Benjamin said.

         Why did Jake want a pizza at ten thirty in the morning on New Year’s Eve? They had just been talking about how Jake didn’t do New Year’s.

         The more immediate question, though, was, Should she try to make a getaway while they were downstairs? In the winter, Benjamin’s pizza making moved into a small, conventional indoor oven in a tiny kitchen he had carved out of the back of the bar.

         In the end she decided an escape attempt was too risky, so she went back to the living room to wait—and to ask herself what the hell had happened to her judgment. Why had she allowed herself to fall asleep here? Why had she come up here to begin with? Had she lost her mind? She and Benjamin argued. That was how they interacted. She was comfortable with that. She wasn’t comfortable cozying up on the couch with him in his apartment. Well, she was comfortable in a literal sense, because the dude really did have the best couch, the nicest apartment. She had pared her own life so close to the bone that being in a warm, cozy, welcoming place like this was so soothing. But she was existentially uncomfortable.

         Benjamin was only gone a few minutes. When she heard him come in, she gathered her stuff and met him in the kitchen.

         “That was Jake,” he said. “He wanted a pizza.”

         “I heard.”

         “And he wanted pineapple on it.”

         “That’s Nora’s topping.” Curious.

         “I know. But Nora’s in Toronto, right?”

         “As far as I know. They have been getting kind of chummy lately, though, don’t you think?” Maya had assumed it was platonic, as Nora, who had recently been dumped in spectacular fashion, had been adamant she was done with men for a long while.

         “I do think.” His brow knit. “Hmm.”

         Maya didn’t have time to stand here gossiping about her friends. She had several decades left before she became one of those types. It was almost a new year, and she had a list of resolutions a mile long. She had a theater to save. “Thanks for…” She gestured back toward the living room.

         “Anytime,” he said.

         “Really?”

         He didn’t answer, just opened the door. “Come on. I’ll make sure the coast is clear.”

         It was, and as she was leaving, he said, “You coming in for New Year’s Eve tonight?”

         She usually did, but she wasn’t in the mood this year. “So I can stand there and be the only one without someone to kiss at the end of the countdown? No thanks.”

         Something flared in his stupid green eyes. He was probably about to say something mean, so she turned to go before he could. As she made her way down the stairs, the most absurd image popped into her mind: kissing him at the stroke of midnight tonight. She shook the ridiculous idea out of her head. Her brain was on the fritz. She needed to get more sleep—at her own apartment.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Six months later

         Law was accustomed to Maya staggering into his bar all bloody and dirty, but the tourists weren’t.

         You could use the approach of Maya as a catalogue of who in Lawson’s Lager House was local and who wasn’t. For example, the old folks sitting at a table near the front door merely waved as she passed, unmoved by the poufy, baby-blue formal gown she wore and by the dramatic trail of blood down its front.

         But when she pulled out a stool at the bar next to a woman nursing a White Claw, the woman screamed bloody murder. “Oh my stars!” She shot off her stool. “What happened? Someone call 911!”

         Law chuckled. If the woman’s reaction to Maya hadn’t given her away as an outsider, her American southern drawl would have.

         Maya held up her hands like there was a gun and Miss I Have Bad Taste in Booze was holding it. “It’s fake! It’s a costume!”

         “Oh my stars!” the woman said again, pressing a hand to her chest.

         “Sorry to alarm you.”

         Law bent down to grab Maya’s Riesling from a fridge under the bar, set a wineglass in front of her, and started pouring.

         “We’re in the middle of a run of a murder mystery play,” Maya explained to the woman, “and I’m the victim. Also the director. Also the playwright.”

         The tourist was delighted. “I have to say, your dress reminds me of the formal I wore when I was crowned Miss Louisiana Teen USA in 1989.”

         “Louisiana!” Maya exclaimed. “You’re far from home!”

         “It’s a long story.”

         Law could practically see the pleasure centers in Maya’s brain firing. Maya loved stories, the longer and more riddled with twists and turns the better.

         Someone farther down the bar hailed him, and after he’d served that customer and ambled back over, Maya was deep into telling the tourist about her current production.

         “The show is called Dancing in the Dark—and it’s set during a prom in 1985, so you were right on track with your Miss Louisiana Teen USA 1989 observation. It’s about a girl named Heather who goes to the prom, and during the first song the lights go out. When they come back on…” She crossed her palms over her throat and made a melodramatic choking sound as she collapsed on the bar. But then she reversed course and popped back up, her wide smile at odds with her “murder.” Law twisted his torso a little, trying to put himself into the line of that smile—he still had never seen one full-on—but he wasn’t successful.

         The tourist laughed, and when she spotted him, said, “May I have another White Claw, please?”

         “I’m all out.”

         “No he’s not.” Maya snapped her fingers at him. Snapped her fingers at him. He enjoyed sparring with Maya, but it genuinely riled him when she did
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WITH A BONUS STORY!

“Holiday is a consummate master of witty banter.”
—ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY





