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You Again

Sometimes, a second chance comes when you least
expect it.

Kate Cormier thought she’d love Sutton Guidry
forever. But when one bad decision ended things, she moved on,
building a life for herself and her daughter. These days, she
hardly thinks about all those dreams. Until Sutton shows up, acting
like she never left and looking more gorgeous than ever.

Sutton has spent a decade avoiding her hometown,
memories of first love, and the girl who broke her heart. She’s
built a career, but the life that goes with it leaves her
uninspired. When her father needs surgery, she decides coming home
to help him recover is a chance to face those ghosts once and for
all. But with so many pieces of her life still there—including
Kate—it’s hard not to imagine trying again. Can she find a way to
put them together without falling apart all over again?
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Prologue

Ten years ago.

 


Sutton wrapped an arm around Kate and pulled her
closer. They only had another hour or so before Dad would be home
from work. He knew they were together, but it didn’t mean he’d be
cool coming in and finding them tangled up in bed in the middle of
the afternoon. And he most definitely wouldn’t be cool finding them
naked.

The naked part still felt new. They’d gone from
kissing to all the way like six months ago, but it still felt new
to her. In that she still couldn’t believe it was real sort of way.
Magical. Wondrous.

And now she was about to leave and not see Kate for
months. Just the thought of it put a knot in her throat. She
squeezed Kate tighter. “Maybe I shouldn’t go.”

Kate lifted her head and gave Sutton the look she’d
come to think of as Kate’s don’t make me be the adult face. “Of
course you’re going. Don’t even say things like that.”

Her week of orientation at Emory University started
in exactly two weeks. Eight impossibly long hours away. The fall
semester would start right after. And then she wouldn’t be home
until Christmas. “But it might not be too late to enroll at LSU
instead. Then I could come home every weekend.”

Kate sat up fully. “Sutton.”

She propped herself on her elbows, only to flop on
her back a second later. “I know.”

“I’m not saying I’m not going to miss you, but this
is a big deal. You got into Emory and got almost a full
scholarship. You can’t throw that away.”

She knew this. All of it. But the more she thought
about being so far away while Kate finished her senior year, the
sadder she got. Add to it the probability that Kate would end up at
LSU or at least somewhere in state. It meant spending the better
part of three years only seeing each other at Christmas or in the
summer. She wasn’t sure she could take it. She sat up and crossed
her legs so they were sitting face-to-face. “I’m not saying you’re
wrong. I just don’t get how you can be so blasé about it.”

Kate sat up straighter and put her hands on her
hips. “I’m not blasé.”

The conversation was serious, but Sutton couldn’t
help but be distracted by Kate’s naked torso. She was so soft and
feminine and perfect, especially next to Sutton’s more angular,
androgynous frame. Just looking at her made the idea of wasting
time fighting seem like the dumbest thing she could think of. “I
know. I’m sorry.”

Kate lifted a brow. “Are you sorry or do you just
not want to fight?”

“Both.” Which wasn’t a lie.

Kate shook her head, but smiled. “What am I going to
do with you?”

Although Kate was technically a year younger than
her, there were moments—moments like this—that made her seem older.
She had this way of being practical and down-to-earth in ways
Sutton tried to be but wasn’t. It was one of the things Sutton
admired most about her. That and her ability to make Sutton laugh
about pretty much anything. And her body, of course. All that plus
the fact that, for some reason she still couldn’t quite understand,
Kate loved her. “Kiss me?”

Kate’s smile grew and took on an air of mischief. It
was so sexy and it made Sutton’s stomach do this weird fluttery
thing. She angled her head slightly. “I think that could be
arranged.”

She leaned forward and pressed her lips to Sutton’s.
Sutton’s whole body melted. Kate shifted onto her knees and kissed
her harder, until they were both lying down and Kate’s whole body
covered hers. Kate’s blond hair fell forward, tickling her
shoulders and making a curtain around both their faces. She went
from melted to on fire in about five seconds.

Every time they had sex, it seemed to get better.
She wondered if that was normal, like learning something new and
improving with practice. Or maybe it was unique to them. Sutton was
pretty sure they were soul mates and, in her mind, that brought a
sort of magic with it that regular love or sex couldn’t compete
with.

After, they lay under the fan in a tangle of limbs.
Kate dozed and Sutton stared at the ceiling. She still didn’t want
to leave, but knew she would. Because going to college at a place
like Emory was a once in a lifetime opportunity. Because Dad had
sacrificed so much to save enough to cover her room and board and
he would never forgive her if she backed out. And because Kate was
the love of her life. Which meant nothing—not even five hundred
miles and months of making do with texts and phone calls—would
change that.


Chapter One

Sutton shoved the final duffel bag into her trunk and
slammed it shut. When her phone vibrated in her pocket, she pulled
it out, smiling at her father’s picture on the screen. “Hey,
Dad.”

“Are you sure you should be making this drive all by
yourself? I don’t like thinking about you all alone on the back
roads of Alabama.”

“I’m great, thanks. How about you?” He never
bothered with hellos or pleasantries and she never failed to tease
him about it.

“Having second thoughts about you driving.”

His stubbornness drove her crazy, but his heart was
in the right place. “It’s eight hours. I’ll stop a couple of times
to stretch and go to the bathroom and still be there by dark.”

He grumbled but didn’t push further. On top of her
making a sound argument, he knew better than to pull that woman
alone business with her. “You send me updates, you hear?”

She smiled. “Promise. Car is loaded. I need to coax
Hugh into his carrier and we’ll be on our way.”

“Damn cat.”

He said it out of habit more than malice. In fact,
the last few times he’d visited her in Atlanta, she’d come home
from work to find Hugh snuggled on his lap. “He can’t wait to see
you, either.”

“Drive safe, will ya? I don’t know what we’d do if
we both got laid up.”

The idea made her wonder. “We might have to call
Mom.”

He let out a string of expletives but laughed. “Like
I said, drive safe.”

Neither she nor her father had hard feelings toward
her mother, but they didn’t have much use for her either. She’d run
off with some oil rig operator when Sutton was ten and, other than
gifts for Christmas and her birthday, they never heard from her.
Even the gifts had dried up a few years prior and Sutton found
herself relieved rather than disappointed. “I will.”

She went back inside and did a final sweep of her
townhouse. The fridge was empty, the thermostat set. She had a
friend planning to stop by every week to water plants and check on
the place, but it was otherwise ready to be empty for the next
three months.

Three months.

The reality of what she’d signed up for hit her. Not
the time off from work or leaving her place for so long. She had a
feeling Jay would be calling to tempt her with projects here and
there. And as for her place, well, it and everything about Atlanta
had started to get on her nerves. So much so that when Dad finally
agreed to knee replacement surgery, she jumped at the chance to
stay with him for the duration of his recovery. But now that she
was doing it—going home—it suddenly seemed like a much bigger
deal.

She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It was
fine. It would be fine. She’d get out of the city, get a break from
work, and get quality time with her father. She wanted all of those
things. As for the rest, she’d keep a low profile and take it one
day at a time.

Not terribly impressed with her pep talk, she shook
her head and the canister of treats she’d left out to tempt Hugh.
As expected, he came running. She gave him a few, then tossed a few
more into the crate. He looked at her with disdain. She picked him
up and nuzzled his nose, offering words of affection and apology.
Then she shoved him—as gently as one can shove a reluctant cat—into
his carrier. To his credit, he didn’t really fight. He just wanted
to make it clear he wasn’t going by choice.

“It’s going to be great.” She picked up the crate
and peered inside. “You’re going to get to torture Duke to your
heart’s content.”

Hugh let out a meow that might be enthusiasm or
might be a “fuck you.” Sutton nodded her agreement either way, did
one final look around, and they were off. She made good time,
singing loudly and eating more junk food than was probably a good
idea.

As she crossed into Mississippi, she realized how
long it had been since she’d made the drive. She’d mostly convinced
Dad to come to her for holidays, especially since he’d retired. And
on the few occasions she had to go home, she flew. The drive was
pretty, though, and it felt quicker than she remembered, especially
with the addition of an audiobook. She managed to stop only once
and rolled into Duchesne a good half hour before she expected
to.

Not much had changed since her childhood. A chain
dollar store had come and gone, but that was about it. Blanchard’s
Shur-Fine remained the sole grocery store. Clotille’s remained the
only bar, complete with a trio of old men sitting on a bench out
front. A bunch of kids played basketball in the park next to the
school. Cormier’s Hardware still offered lumber, tools, plumbing,
and paint supplies to anyone who couldn’t—or didn’t want to—head to
one of the big box stores in Houma or Thibodaux.

Seeing Cormier’s sent a sigh of, well, something,
through her, but she didn’t linger on it. She’d have plenty of time
to linger, or meander down memory lane, in the next three
months.

After pulling into the driveway of her childhood
home, Sutton cut the engine and sat for a moment. It was funny. She
might come home less, but the infrequency of her trips didn’t make
the place any less familiar, any less home.

She grabbed Hugh’s carrier but left the remainder of
her bags. Climbing the porch steps didn’t feel all that different
from when she did it as a teenager. Maybe she didn’t tear around
quite so fast. Maybe she had a little less wide-eyed wonder about
the world and all the potential it held. But home was home and,
despite her hesitation over coming back for such a long stretch of
time, she was glad to be here.

She opened the door and called out a greeting. Duke
bounded into the front hall from the kitchen. She set Hugh on the
ground and got down on her hands and knees to greet Duke. “Hey,
Dukey. I missed you.”

The old hound gave her the once-over, licked her
face, then turned his attention to the cat carrier. Hugh hissed and
Duke backed up, making it clear who was going to be the alpha of
this arrangement.

“Hey, buddy.” Dad stood in the doorway, an apron
over his jeans and T-shirt and an LSU ball cap on his head.

“Hey, Dad.” She got up and went to him, letting
herself sink into the bear hug she’d never get tired of as long as
she lived. The house had nothing on his hugs.

He let her go and regarded her with suspicion.
“You’re early. You drive eighty the whole way?”

“Seventy-three.”

“Hmpf. Likely story. I just started dinner. You want
a beer?”

“Yes, and what are we having?” He’d learned to cook
when her mother left and discovered he both liked it and was good
at it. And he always made something special when she came home.

“Your cousin Trey brought over some catfish he
caught. I figured I’d fry it up while it was fresh.”

Sutton’s stomach rumbled at the thought. “Please say
you’re making hush puppies, too.”

“You don’t make catfish without them, girl.”

“I should have known better than to even think
otherwise. I want to let Hugh out and make sure everyone is
okay.”

Dad sniffed. “I’m going to leave you to it.”

He returned to the kitchen and she turned her
attention to the cat carrier. She opened the door and Hugh strode
out like he owned the place. Duke tried to give him a sniff and
promptly got his nose batted. He retreated to hide behind her while
Hugh sauntered into the living room and perched himself on the back
of the sofa. That, it seemed, was that.

Sutton shrugged and went to the kitchen. Dad had
started breading the fish, coating the fillets in flour, then egg,
then cornmeal. Well, not just cornmeal. He had his own special
blend of cornmeal, corn flour, and spices that he refused to share
with anyone—his only daughter included. He angled his head toward
an open beer on the counter, already nestled in a koozie.

“Thanks.” She slid it out far enough to read the
label and smiled. “Your taste in beer has improved.”

He shrugged but didn’t look up. “There’s still Bud
Light in the fridge, too.”

She took a long sip, letting the hoppyness of the
IPA play across her tongue. “All about balance, right?”

“Speaking of balance, I need you to be straight with
me.”

“Dad, nothing about me is, or ever will be,
straight.”

He brushed flour from his hands. “That’s not what I
mean and you know it. I’m talking about your work.”

She had a feeling that’s what he meant, but she
didn’t want to pass up the chance to tease him. “We’ve already
discussed this. I’m on a leave, so there’s no work to worry about.
And if I need to check in, I’ve got my laptop. As long as your
Wi-Fi works, I’ll be completely fine.”

“I called the cable company and upgraded to their
fanciest one. Lightning something or other.”

The description, and his underlying Luddite
tendencies, made her smile. “I’m sure it will be more than
sufficient.”

“But I’m talking about your time, too. You’re going
to have to shuttle me around, but I don’t want you waiting on me
hand and foot.”

She never imagined he’d let her do anything even
remotely close to that, but she planned to bully him into letting
her do more than he probably wanted. “Can you just trust that I’ve
got everything under control? And that I want to be here?”

His shoulders dropped and he turned all the way
around to face her. “I know I can be a cantankerous bastard, but
I’m glad you’re here.”

She crossed the room and planted a kiss on his
cheek. “I’m glad I’m here, too.”

✥ ✥ ✥

“Seriously?” Kate set the last tub of joint compound
on the shelf and turned to face her mother full-on.

“Don’t you make that face at me, Katherine
Elizabeth.”

Kate pressed her lips together, willing herself not
to laugh. “You know I used that exact line on Harper this
morning.”

Mama folded her arms and raised a brow. “I take
comfort knowing she’s putting you through the paces. But that still
doesn’t give you the right to sass me. Even at twenty-seven.”

She’d been getting lectures, and occasional threats,
about her propensity for sass for most of her life. At this point,
she was convinced Mama’s fussing was more a combination of habit
and affection than anything else. “I wasn’t sassing.”

“Are you truly upset, then? I was worried you might
be.”

“I’m not upset.” She wasn’t thrilled, but she wasn’t
upset. Who got upset at the idea of seeing her high school
girlfriend ten years after breaking up? Someone without much of a
life, that’s who.

Mama’s arms remained crossed, but she added an
incredulous head tilt to show her skepticism. “The puss you’re
wearing says otherwise.”

“I’m surprised is all. I was pretty sure she’d
decided she was too good for Duchesne a long time ago.” Despite all
their plans, all of Sutton’s promises, to come home after she
finished college.

“Well, Albin’s finally having his knee replacement.
Sutton is coming to take care of him. At least that’s what Mavis
said.”

That made sense. She might want to believe Sutton
had become too self-important to set foot in her hometown. But even
if she had, it wouldn’t supersede the bond between Sutton and her
father. “How long will that take?”

Mama shrugged. “When your pawpaw had his done, he
had six weeks of rehab for each.”

As close as Kate was to her grandfather, Harper had
been a toddler at the time. And she’d just moved into a place of
her own, so she missed the day-to-day of his recovery. “Right.”

“Mavis seems to think she’s coming for the whole
time and not just the surgery itself because Albin is stubborn and
won’t even consider a rehab facility.”

That made sense, too. Her memories of him might be a
decade old, but he was a homebody through and through. Although it
surprised her he’d let Sutton leave her big fancy job for close to
three months to take care of him. Maybe she was such a big deal by
now, they let her take that much time off. Not that it was any of
her business.

“You know you’re probably going to run into her at
some point, right?”

Oh, she did. “It’s been a long time, Mama. I’m
pretty over it.”

She expected an argument, or at least disbelief.
Instead, Mama looked at her with something akin to sympathy. “I
know, honey. Doesn’t mean seeing her won’t rile things up.”

Kate blew out a breath. “Forewarned is forearmed.
Isn’t that what you always told me?”

Mama let out a chuckle. “Indeed it is.”

“I’m not looking to be chummy or anything, but I can
be nice. I like my life just as it is. And I gave up pining a long
time ago.”

“Darlin’, your voice has a lick of bitterness in
it.”

She squared her shoulders. “I am not bitter. I was a
sad and brokenhearted teenager and I gave that up a long time ago,
too.”

Mama lifted her chin and offered a wink. “There’s
that fire. Just making sure it’s still there.”

Kate smiled. “I’m pretty sure fire is sass directed
at someone other than you.”

“Nah. Fire’s got some heat behind it. And
principles.”

“Ah.” It seemed like a gray area to her, but getting
into a philosophical discussion about it would probably double the
time it took her to finish restocking the paint aisle. “Thank you
for enlightening me.”

Mama pointed at her and made a little circle with
her finger. “See, now? That’s sass.”

She laughed and picked up the now-empty boxes.
“Touché.”

The bell on the front door jingled and Mama headed
up to greet whoever had come in. Kate brought the empty boxes back
to the stockroom, breaking them down for the recycling bin. She
pulled out the iPad and updated the inventory she’d put out. She
noted the next half dozen items that needed replenishing and
started gathering them.

Although technically manual labor, stocking shelves
was one of her favorite tasks at the store. To be fair, it was more
about using the inventory tracking software she’d implemented than
the actual stocking. But since she’d been the one to choose it, and
justify the expense to her parents, seeing it work was extra
satisfying.

She continued with paint brushes and rollers,
stopping to chat with a young couple about possible colors for a
gender-neutral nursery and a teenager about what spray paint would
make the bike he inherited from his sister less girly. Despite what
she’d said to her mother, her thoughts kept drifting back to
Sutton.

She’d meant what she said about not pining. She’d
stopped wasting time on that shortly after Harper was born. She
didn’t even go down the what-if rabbit hole, except maybe on the
occasional summer night when she sat out on the porch alone with a
glass of wine.

The truth of the matter was, even if she’d once
believed Sutton was the love of her life, life hadn’t turned out
that way. But she loved her daughter more than anything, along with
the little house they called home and the life she’d built over the
last ten years. So, even if a tiny part of her wondered—or
longed—for the happily ever after she’d imagined, she wouldn’t
trade it for the very real, perfectly happy life she had now.


Chapter Two

“Did you think you were going to get away with not
putting them in?” Sutton shook her head. “Or without the doctor
mentioning them at your pre-op appointment?”

Dad shrugged and had the decency to look sheepish.
“Grab bars are such an old person thing.”

She took her eyes off the road long enough to give
him a withering stare. “You know what’s an old person thing?
Slipping in the shower and breaking a hip.”

He mumbled something not entirely comprehensible,
but Sutton picked up more than a couple of cuss words. “You trying
to make me feel even worse?”

She wasn’t. Because even though he could be a
stubborn bastard sometimes, she knew he’d never had major surgery
before and was scared. Scared of the surgery itself but also about
what it meant for his life moving forward. “No. But we’re still
going to get them. We can install them together tonight so they’re
up when you come home.”

More grumbling. “Fine.”

They stopped for lunch before heading back to
Duchesne, then the grocery store. It was all fine until they pulled
into the parking lot of Cormier Hardware, just like she’d done
hundreds of times, from the day she got her license to the day she
left for college. A hitch of anxiety lodged between her ribs. “How
about I wait in the car and keep the AC running?”

“Not a chance. I refuse to be the little old man
buying DIY geriatric supplies.”

“You’re not little or old. When did you get so
dramatic?”

He didn’t miss a beat. “When I was forced to accept
I needed grab bars in my bathtub.”

“Fine.” Christ, what a pair they were.

She shut off the car and climbed out. Maybe Kate
wouldn’t be there. They’d run into each other at some point. She
wasn’t an idiot. But she’d hoped to have a few days to steel
herself. To make sure Kate knew she was around and maybe do some
reconnaissance on how she was and if she was seeing anyone.
Information she couldn’t get from her father without seeming too
invested in the answers.

The bell over the door jingled just as it always
had. And the cool blast of air conditioning welcomed her in, just
as it did every hot day she stopped by to kill time and talk to
Kate while she worked. Even the smell was the same. The combination
flooded her senses and made her the tiniest bit lightheaded.

“Welcome to Cormier Hardware. Can we help you find
something today?”

The voice came from someone way too young to be Kate
and Sutton felt herself relax. She looked around to see where it
had come from and found a little girl perched on a stool behind the
service desk. Her hair was in two identical French braids and her
T-shirt said Girls Rule. And her green eyes were almost identical
to her mother’s.

Sutton’s stomach clenched and she got lightheaded in
earnest. She fought off the dizziness, and the wave of nausea that
went with it. She willed herself to get a grip, to act like a sane
and rational adult. She swallowed and said nothing. Apparently,
dumbfounded was the best she could muster. Better than passing out,
right?

“Good afternoon, Miss Harper. Are you in charge
today?” Dad asked.

Harper. She’d known Kate’s daughter’s name was
Harper, but she’d somehow managed to block it out. Along with the
reality of seeing her at some point, too.

“Hey, Mr. Albin. Mama’s in the back, but until she
gets back, I’m the boss. She said so herself.” Harper turned her
attention to Sutton. “I’m Harper. Who are you?”

Sutton opened her mouth, but no words came out.

“This is my daughter. Her name is Sutton and she
lives in Atlanta.”

Harper hopped down from her stool and strode toward
them with that confidence unique to kids who’d yet to experience
the horrors of middle school. She stuck out her hand. “It’s nice to
meet you, Sutton.”

Sutton accepted the handshake. “You, too.”

Dad asked Harper if her summer was off to a good
start and Sutton tried to get a handle on the million or so
thoughts racing through her brain. Like what an adorable and
precocious kid Harper seemed to be. Like what a good parent Kate
must be to have such a kid. But also, inescapably, how Harper’s
very existence was the reason she and Kate weren’t together
anymore.

That last thought probably wasn’t fair. It was the
act that led to Harper’s existence that had been the reason she and
Kate broke up. And even if that hadn’t happened, there was every
possibility something else would have. They’d been teenagers, after
all. Full of that optimistic and unrealistic belief that love
conquered all. That they’d be together forever.

“Hi, Sutton.”

Something about the way Kate said her name made all
the years and everything that had happened between them melt away.
Her heart flipped in her chest like it used to and the dizziness
returned. And then she turned and Kate was standing there looking
more beautiful than ever and the rest of the world vanished and all
that remained were the two of them and the fact that she’d never,
not for one single day, stopped loving her. “Kate.”

Kate smiled and, if it was possible to fall even
more in love in that moment, Sutton did. “Welcome home.”

“Um.” Speak. Say something. “Thanks.”

“Mama, do you know Sutton? She lives in Atlanta.”
Harper’s question yanked Sutton back to the present.

“I do. We were friends a long time ago. We went to
school together.”

The reply was completely reasonable and appropriate
for a child, but it wrenched her heart nonetheless. Still. There
was no way in hell she’d let on that was the case. “We did. We
haven’t seen each other in a long time, though.”

“Did you move back? My friend Bailey moved here last
year because her mama got a job at LSU.”

In addition to looking so much like Kate, Harper had
Kate’s confidence, her ease with conversation. It reminded her of
the first time she met Kate in the fourth grade. When she and Kate
were in the same class for the first time and she’d been drawn to
Kate like steel to a magnet. It made this whole interaction all the
more surreal. “I’m just here for a long visit.”

“Until the end of summer vacation?”

“As long as you keep answering, she’ll keep asking
questions.” Kate had folded her arms and looked almost amused by
Sutton’s discomfort.

“I’m inquisitive.” Harper smiled, clearly impressed
with her own use of the word. “Besides, good customer service is
about getting to know your customers.”

“Seems like you’re about ready to start running the
place.” Dad gave her a gentle punch on the shoulder. The fact that
he didn’t reserve the gesture for boys made Sutton smile.

“What am I? Chopped liver?” Kate lifted her chin,
but humor danced in her eyes.

“My apologies.” Dad bowed with a flourish of arms.
“Ladies, we need a couple of pull bars because it seems I cannot be
trusted to get in and out of the shower without them.”

Kate pointed at him. “Safety first, Mr. Albin.
Safety first.”

“This way.” Harper marched down aisle three, not
waiting to see if everyone followed because, of course, they
did.

They got what they needed. Kate rung them out and
Harper wished them a good day. Back in the car, Sutton cranked the
AC to full blast and tried to wrap her head around what just
happened. She was pretty sure she hadn’t drooled, but had she
stared? Had she looked as uncomfortable as she felt?

“That Harper is something, isn’t she? Spitting image
of her mother.”

Sutton nodded, not quite trusting herself with
words.

“Growing like a weed, with a vocabulary to match.
She’s gonna be a handful for her mama before long.”

For the last ten years, she’d gone out of her way to
avoid asking questions or keeping tabs on the girl—woman—she’d once
had every intention of marrying. But seeing her, getting this tiny
glimpse into her life and who she was now, made that strategy feel
hollow if not foolish. “Is Kate raising her by herself?”

“And doing a damn fine job of it. Oh, she’s got her
parents, of course, and Bryce, but she never did get married.”

There could be a million reasons why Kate remained
single. Chances were high none of them had anything to do with
Sutton. Still, Sutton couldn’t help but wonder if she was happy
with that choice. If she ever wished for a partner to share her
life with. And, if she was being completely honest, if Kate ever,
even in passing, thought about Sutton that way.

✥ ✥ ✥

Harper climbed back on to her stool. “Sutton seems
cool. Why aren’t you friends anymore?”

“Because she lives far away.” A tiny fraction of the
reason, but not a lie.

“Will you be friends again now that she’s back?”

Leave it to her daughter to cut right to the quick.
“I’m not sure we have much in common anymore.”

Harper nodded. “But she probably doesn’t have many
friends. Like Bailey when she moved here.”

Of course Harper would remember the talk they’d had
about befriending the new kid. Kate bit back a groan. “Well, we’ll
see.”

“Maybe we should invite her over for taco night.
Everybody likes tacos.”

She loved that she had a child who was both razor
sharp and compassionate. Really, she did. “I think she’ll be busy
taking care of Mr. Albin for a while, but it’s nice of you to
suggest that.”

She knew better than to think Harper would forget,
but for now, she’d settle for buying time.

Harper’s eyes lit up. “We should bring tacos to
them! I bet Mr. Albin would like company while he recuperates.”

“Maybe. We’ll see.”

Harper frowned. “You always say ‘we’ll see’ when you
mean no but don’t want to say no.”

She laughed in spite of herself. “You’re right. How
about, let me think about it?”

Harper narrowed her eyes, as though weighing whether
or not to press the matter. Eventually, she shrugged. “I just think
it would be a nice thing to do.”

It would be. And even if she wasn’t sure she wanted
to spend time with Sutton, it was one of those cases of putting her
money where her mouth was. “You’re a good egg, H.”

“I know.”

“You about ready to go home? Cliff should be here
any minute.”

“Can I stock the cooler first?”

For some reason, Harper’s absolute favorite chore at
the store was restocking the Coke cooler at the front register. She
loved counting how many of each drink was needed and didn’t mind
pulling out whatever was there so the newer bottles could go in the
back. Kate hated doing it so much, she gave Harper a dollar each
time, but it probably wasn’t necessary. “That would be great.”

Harper hopped down and grabbed her notepad. “On
it.”

In addition to having the task done, it would
distract Harper for at least a few minutes and give Kate the chance
to strategize. Should she put her foot down? Attempt to explain why
it was probably not the best idea? Or should she give in? She was
the one who’d gone on and on to her mother about not being bothered
by Sutton’s return. What better way to prove her point than to
bring dinner over while Mr. Albin was recovering?

Assuming, of course, Sutton would accept her offer.
She’d seemed kind of shell-shocked when they ran into each other.
Which might have made sense had it been anywhere but the hardware
store. She had to know Kate still worked there, that the chances of
seeing each other were high.

Not her problem. And even though she could say the
same about whether or not Sutton had friends, she did want to set a
good example for Harper. And if she could prove she was the bigger
person—the one who’d stayed behind but moved on—well, that wouldn’t
be so bad either.

Harper finished with the cooler just as Cliff
arrived for the closing shift. She gave Harper her well-earned
dollar and they started the walk home. The afternoon thunderstorms
had held off, leaving it hot but less humid than it would have been
otherwise. She wasn’t in a hurry for Harper to go back to school,
but July and August were so brutal, she couldn’t help but long for
fall. Would Sutton still be around in the fall? Mama had said
something about three months, but that could be more gossip than
reality. Not that it was any of her business.

Harper skipped ahead of her, then back, covering at
least twice as much ground over the ten minutes it took them to get
home. Once they did, she let Frances into the backyard and sent
Harper to wash up. In the kitchen, she put leftover fried chicken
in the toaster oven to warm and started chopping vegetables for a
salad. As she always did, she said a prayer of thanks that Harper
loved raw veggies as much as she did. It saved them arguments, to
be sure, but it also meant she didn’t have to turn on the stove or
the oven a few nights a week.

By six o’clock, they sat at the little table in the
corner of the kitchen. Despite telling herself she wouldn’t, Kate
replayed the conversation with Sutton in her mind. Was it wrong to
take satisfaction from the fact that the meeting seemed to affect
Sutton more than it had her? Not that she was looking to gloat or
anything, but it was nice to think she could hold her own.

Especially since Sutton was more gorgeous than ever.
Her face had lost the final traces of baby fat, making her features
not sharp, but refined. She’d settled into her body, too. No longer
the tomboy with a chip on her shoulder, she now looked every bit
the confident butch. Exactly the kind of woman who would catch
Kate’s eye, assuming of course, there wasn’t a whole mess of
history to throw a wet blanket on everything.

“I think we should bring Mr. Albin and Sutton tacos
on Tuesday because Tuesday is taco day.”

Harper’s comment pulled her from thinking about the
way Sutton’s shoulders filled out her shirt. Which was good,
really, since that was the last thing she needed to be thinking
about. “I said we’ll see.”

Harper frowned. “Do you not like Sutton
anymore?”

Kate blew out a breath. “It’s complicated.”

Harper dipped a carrot stick in ranch dressing and
took a bite. “That’s what you say when you don’t want to explain
something.”

Much like Harper’s assessment of “we’ll see,” it was
more observation than sass, her way of learning to navigate
subtext. Harper was on the bookish side, but she also had this way
of reading people that made her seem far more mature than her nine
years. It backed Kate into a corner now and then, but it was a
skill she wanted to encourage. So, like before, she said, “You’re
right.”

“Did you have a fight? Is that why she moved
away?”

How could she be truthful without burdening Harper
with things she would probably understand but shouldn’t have to
yet? “We had a fight after she moved away. And neither of us is
still mad, but it was a long time ago and we haven’t talked or seen
each other, so it would feel weird to hang out.”

Harper nodded, her brain clearly turning over this
new information. “I think you should make up and be friends
again.”

In addition to smart, her daughter was kind. She
liked to think she modeled that for Harper, nurtured it. But the
truth of the matter was she had an empathetic streak all on her
own, maybe even more innate than Kate’s. It made her chest do that
proud parent swell. “I’ll think about it.”

“Good.” Harper finished eating and carried her plate
to the sink. “Can I go to Lily’s house?”

She loved that Harper was old enough to visit her
friends in the neighborhood unaccompanied and young enough to still
do it spontaneously. “Home before the street lights come on. And
let Frances in before you go.”

Harper nodded. She opened the back door and Frances
loped in, happy to be back in the air conditioning. Harper went
out, pulling the door behind her. “Bye, Mama.”

Kate washed the few dishes they’d made and tidied
the kitchen. She contemplated taking a glass of wine onto the
porch, but decided to spend an hour or two in her studio instead.
She flipped on the light in the small bedroom she’d converted to
her workspace, settling at the table and pulling out beads she’d
made the week before. The swirl of blue and purple glass made her
smile. She unspooled some wire, picked up her pliers and snips, and
got to work.

When her thoughts drifted to Sutton, she didn’t try
to stop them. Now that Harper had taken an interest, avoiding
Sutton without being obvious would be a tall order. Besides, she’d
accepted a long time ago that trying
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