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      Cathy Fisk’s ability to control electronics and unlock doors had gone haywire from joy during her parents’ double celebration of life nine years ago.

      The photomontage of her parents’ lives zipped in reverse and skipped forward. Background music switched from comforting classical to pounding punk and new wave eighties. Ceiling lights flickered like disco balls. Cathy stood in the center of her parents’ store, her heart filled with love and hope.

      Those in attendance with magical tendencies joined in the fun. Flower arrangements shattered into spirals of petals that spun in patterns like starlings' murmuration. A teenaged girl giggled as a frog jumped onto her shoulder. Programs flitted from hands and flew across the room like birds. The Revolutionary War mannequins danced. A vacuum cleaner and a duster zipped out of a closet and cleaned the floors and surfaces. An older gentleman walked around talking warts off children's fingers.

      Many of Marion's Corner’s residents had attended the dual celebration of life, but not a soul questioned the enchanting chaos, and no one had spoken of it since.

      The sparkle of jubilation that had vibrated through Cathy then, repeated today.

      She studied the mostly familiar faces in the precursor party to tomorrow’s St. Patrick’s Day events. The only unfamiliar profile at The Lost Sailboat’s bar caught her eye again. Something about him tugged at the core of her being.

      At first, she ignored him. Yet, she kept checking on him. Still there? Hasn’t moved? No beautiful woman has joined him?

      He seemed to be well aware of her too. When she glanced down the bar, she noticed him watching her. It made her jittery. Jitters for her spelled chaos in a crowded restaurant filled with newcomers and, she checked the room, yep, people that would love to catch her doing magic when she hadn't taken the test.

      The mandatory national magic test everyone took at age twenty-five that she missed because her parents died that week.

      “This crowd might make the fire marshal drop by to count noses.” Her Uncle Haskell spoke beside her at the server station, interrupting her pondering. He’d stopped by to check on their client. “We need The Lost Sailboat to have a blowout opening weekend. Set another personal record for our portfolio.”

      “Marion’s Corner powers that be might want to see what I can achieve before they sell Toppy’s to me.” Cathy shivered with plans for Toppy’s. She still hadn’t figured out how the town ended up with the restaurant when the senator who owned it stole state and county funds to run it, but she’d been eyeing that location ever since the first whiff of wrongdoing swept across the gossip line. Odds were in her favor because no one wanted to tackle that mess, but the town kept pushing back the date they made their decision.

      “You did everything right here; that’s for certain.” Her uncle slid an arm around her waist and gave her a side hug. “The Lost Sailboat’s signage and menus, the human traffic flow, the captain’s chairs at the bar, the sailcloth between the booths to buffer the noise in the open space are all your design. We’ve talked about including the team in planning projects, remember?”

      “We have. We’re all working on things. I didn’t want to disturb Joyce, and Ricky just started.” Cathy shrugged. “The owner likes the result.” She raised a hand to their client standing across the room.

      "Our client got what he needed. But I wanted teamwork." Haskell waved to the owner too.

      She grinned as the restaurateur gave her a thumbs up from the stage. She’d agreed to help train the staff again tonight. The soft opening had been a resounding success, which had scared him, like the rehearsal of a play going well and then the opening night being a bust. He'd promised a bonus if they exceeded their food sales goals for the first weekend, which he’d set high because of the holiday.

      “Isn’t that your friend over there with the group of ladies?” Haskell nodded toward a four-top in the center of the room. “The one with the light brown curls? The orange-red lipstick? She used to come to y’all’s house.”

      “Allison. Yep. That’s her.” Cathy glanced away before Allison caught her staring. “Those girls made fun of me in middle and high school. Remember? They called me Stinky Cathy. Little House on the Prairie Cathy. Let’s not forget, Truancy Cathy.”

      “Stinky because of your parents’ smoking? Truancy because you missed classes to take care of them.” He shook his head and pulled her in for a shoulder hug. “I don’t understand the prairie nickname.”

      “Mom sewed my clothes. They made my life hell, but Allison was the instigator.” They’d been close friends until sixth grade. Boys. Make up. Clothes. All the things that young girls find important don’t mean a thing when you have sick parents. Dying parents.

      “She married Derek. That surprised me.”

      “Yep, me too.” Derek, who’d been her friend with benefits for almost a decade, just up and married Allison when she moved back to town. Not that Cathy loved Derek, but she missed the intimacy.

      “You’ll find your someone. He’s out there somewhere." Haskell kissed her cheek before he departed.

      Cathy wrote in her ubiquitous notepad and tucked it in her purse behind the bar. She had noted every important and unimportant step and misstep of this process. The Lost Sailboat was her first act on her way to becoming a restaurateur. Second act: Toppy’s ownership. Her mission: keep downtown Marion’s Corner safe from commercialization.

      Toppy’s. She’d snuck in earlier in the week. Well, not on purpose. The doors unlocked for her. Doors do that. Sometimes she asked. Sometimes she wrenched them open to save a child.

      Toppy’s doors had swung open as she approached. Welcoming her with open arms. Even the dollar bills stapled to the walls waved hello. It smelled of stale cigarette smoke, past-its-prime grease, and a tinge of regret.

      Today, she had to concentrate on her current endeavor and brush away the zing feeling that lingered in the air like an electrical charge. 

      Heat on her left ear made her turn in that direction. Mr. Too-Good-Looking rolled his beer bottle in circles on the bar nonchalantly, like he hadn't been checking her out. Her hot ear told her a different story. He made eye contact. A jolt of rapturous glee engulfed her. She almost jumped onto the bar to do a jig.

      She’d overheard the lead bartender offer him the menu, another drink, and ask if he was waiting for someone. Thankful when that last question received the no head-shake. Her bonus and reputation relied on a minimum number of sales. He needed to order something or give up his seat. She grabbed a clean cloth and, keeping her hand in contact with the bar, wiped as she went. A waft of raw newness rose in the air. Wood, leather, and the rubber scent of the St. Patrick’s Day balloons which she’d festooned around the restaurant. She nodded and smiled at customers until she reached him.

      Wowza. The tug of him pulled even stronger as she got near. Like the tow of the deep end of a pool or the ocean tide. The buzz of a thousand cicadas on a hot summer night filled her head. A drop of sweat slid between her breasts. She swayed. Off-balance. Thankful for her hand on the bar to steady her.

      He must have broken his nose at some point. Thank goodness, or he’d be a movie star in California and not sitting in a bar in a small town in the South Carolina Lowcountry on a Friday night.

      He ran a hand through his dark curls. Of course, he did. She noticed he didn’t wear a ring. Was that gesture meant for her to see? The green in his eyes matched his shirt. Like a tall leprechaun here to offer her a pot of gold. He grinned at her, and a dimple, a deep one, graced one cheek.

      Well, there went her concentration. Her hands fluttered. Her fingers move of their own accord. Shaking. Trembling. Her mother always said she played an invisible piano when she did her magic.

      Not magic. Not now, not when Allison and who knows who else can witness it.

      A chorus of groans and shouts brought the expanse of her fiasco to her attention. All the televisions flipped channels from basketball and Premier League soccer games to scenes from romantic movies. Mr. Darcy’s hand clench. The green dress in the library from Atonement. Westley said, “As you wish.”

      Cathy scrambled for the clicker, but her hands, which she'd learned years ago to control in public, didn’t comply. The remote fell to the floor.

      Her chest constricted. A bubble of laughter fought with the tension in her chest. A laugh or cry situation presented itself. She scanned the crowded bar to check the damage.

      Televisions scrolled to a soap opera rerun, a reality show about marrying someone you’d just met, back to romantic movies. Repeated.

      The jukebox clicked on a love song. Single people holding their smartphones found them opened to dating apps. Married couples’ phones played their songs. The ship’s bell hanging at the corner of the bar clanged as if hit with Cupid’s arrow.

      “Shit.” Cathy’s butt landed on the floor behind the beer taps. She grabbed the remote. Intent on controlling her now full body vibration.

      She heard Emeline, the town witch, speak in her head.

      “Breathe. Cathy. Count your breath. Focus.”

      She could switch the channels back with her magic, but if someone observed her, it might not end well, plus these quivering fingers would flub the job for sure. At last, she steadied herself to point the clicker at one device. Flick. Basketball. Next television. Soccer. Ten times. She rested her palms flat on the floor.

      The music stopped. The owner must have unplugged the jukebox. People within her eyesight, to her right and left, even the lead bartender, put away their phones.

      “You okay?” Mr. Too-Good-Looking leaned over the bar.

      She stood, and they almost bumped heads. “I’m fine.” She cleared her throat.

      “The management might want to have someone inspect the electronics in here. There seems to be a short.” He frowned at the brand-new televisions that adorned all the walls.

      “I’ll mention it to him.” She stuffed her hands in her pockets. “May I take your order?” The urge to crawl into his lap, wrap her legs around his waist, and plant her lips on his wrestled with her need to usher him out the door so her magic would keep in check.

      He raised one eyebrow and moved the menu aside. “Gotcha. Hurry and order or leave, so this seat is available.”

      Cathy said nothing but didn’t move.

      “I’ll take six wings, plain, and fried mushrooms, with a side of ranch dressing, please.” He tapped his menu with his finger.

      The Lost Sailboat only offered deep-fried bar food. She’d never heard of deep-frying burgers, but the owner loved the gimmick of it and said they tasted delicious. Frying everything, also according to the owner, would cut down on the kitchen work. Cathy had cajoled him into offering salads since he had all the ingredients on hand.

      This town needed her natural foods restaurant concept with a takeaway aspect. Chopped salads. Healthful soups. Vegetarian offerings. To-go options. Get some delicious roughage in these people’s bellies. A spot with seating areas for group conversations. Work-from-home types at the bar with their laptops. She hoped it would be a central meeting place for the community.

      She brought herself back to the present and this good-looking man. “Anything else? Another beer perhaps?”

      “A beer when my meal is served and a side salad with ranch.”

      “Salad first?” Cathy made mental notes. She hated when servers did this. She couldn’t afford to make any errant hand gestures and have another electronic fiasco.

      At her sixth birthday party at the mascot pizza entertainment center in North Charleston, the entire animatronic house band had played her favorite Eddie Murphy song on repeat. Cathy, Curtrice, and Allison danced together until the manager cut the power. The celebration had ended in subdued confusion. Emeline and Curtis, her family’s neighbor, holding onto one another laughing, was Cathy’s only other memory of that day. That's how her family discovered her magical abilities. After that, her parents trained her to control it by keeping her hands still or in her pockets.

      “Yes, please.”

      “With the beer or wait for the wings and mushrooms?”

      “Salad first.”

      The kitchen staff each owed her a fiver. They’d bet that no one ordered the green stuff all weekend.

      “Excellent. It’ll be right out.” Hands in her pockets, she danced a little jig on her way to have the servers add this to his check. And remind them not to memorize an order.
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      Jessup Clark leaned back in the boat captain's chair that served as a barstool. He’d happened upon this bar’s opening night in his new hometown. He watched the bartender he’d been eyeing for the past hour wiggle her tiny hiney on her way to the point-of-sale system.

      He adjusted his pants. The high ponytail that bounced when she walked exposed her neck. He wanted to nibble on her delicate neck. Blonde hair swayed when she chatted with the staff and customers. She had a smudge of something near her left eyelid. He wanted to lick his thumb and wipe it away, then lean in and kiss the spot he cleaned.

      Jessup, he reminded himself. The move to Marion’s Corner cannot include a romance yet. First, get your son back. Second, get the business up and running. Show the government that the success of the restaurant chain they’d taken away was not because of his business partner’s magic. Stay focused and don’t let…aw, heck…she turned back to him, her hair brushed her shoulder. He readjusted his pants. Down, boy.

      The commotion brought on by the phenomenon of the televisions and the electronics had died down almost as fast as it began. Too swift, in his opinion. The power surge, if that had been the problem, didn’t concern anyone. Had he been the owner, he’d have had an electrician out in a hot minute. However, his concern for the safety of the building couldn’t make him leave his seat.

      A knee hit his, bringing him back to the present. Patchouli swept across his nose. The pungent scent that his wife kept the house smothered in during her incense phase. He coughed.

      An attractive White woman, twenty years older than he, accompanied by an older Black man, took the vacant seats beside him. He had not much memory of them, except the man had clicked off his phone when it started scrolling through his photos. Photos of a different woman than the one who sat beside him. There's a story there. Not a happy one. Poor woman.

      Why can’t people be faithful?

      In all his years of playing pro baseball and then running the back of the house for the chain of restaurants he owned with his best friend, he never hooked up with a fan, server, or bartender or even that gorgeous food saleswoman who wore tight skirts and offered specials both food and non-food related. Nope. He stayed true to his wife. Wish he could say the same for her and his best friend.

      The new woman beside him wore sunglasses. At night. In a dark bar. Dark now, since they’d turned down the lights. His mom used to sing a song about wearing sunglasses at night. Maybe this woman had her eyes dilated today. He nodded toward her and turned to sip his water, trying not to glance down the bar to see where Cathy, the nametag had said, had gotten to.

      He had no plans to leave without enjoying the food served by the lovely Cathy. Even if romance was off the table. He wanted companionship, a bit of handholding, a snuggle, a walk on the beach, someone to talk about his day with at the end of the evening, and to try out new recipes with before offering them in his restaurant.

      Miss Cathy with the bouncy hair could be a welcome distraction. He’d had a shitty year. A bit of fooling around couldn’t hurt.

      Another beer wouldn’t hurt either. It was a night for celebration.

      Wonder what time she got off?

      The woman next to him ran her fingertips over the bar top. Cathy set a coaster and a white wine in front of the woman and said, “Right side. Uh, two o’clock. Not that I need to tell you.” Cathy patted the woman’s hand and moved on to the man.

      How'd Cathy know what she drank? She hadn’t taken their order. He’d been there the whole time. She hadn't spoken to them.

      She gave the man a bottle of beer, wiping the top with a napkin before handing it to him.

      They must be regulars.

      Wait. It’s opening night.

      “Hello.” The woman turned to him.

      “Hi.” Oh, this lady is blind. That explained the directions to the drink.

      “You’re new in town. I’m Emeline, this is Curtis.” The man leaned over and shook his hand. Emeline reached out and took his hand in both of hers.

      A sense of peace overtook him. The cacophony of chatter and music muted. Breath and his heartbeat slowed. A premonition came over him of knowing that it would all work out in his favor. He'd get his boy, his restaurant, his home, a family. A video snippet of his perfect future appeared in his head. A woman, her face hidden, but with a glint of blonde shimmering from her hair, bent over his son at play on a hardwood floor. The sound of giggles, light as falling feathers, filled the air as he approached.

      Emeline released his hand, and he returned to the present and its busyness and loudness.

      “Was that magic?” He inched away from the woman.

      “Or I’m a calm person and it calmed you down. You gave off anxious energy when I sat down.”

      “I lost a lot of money because of magic and lies. I’m not interested in any such business from now on, if you don’t mind. Excuse me.” He turned back to the bar. Not even a day here and already magic raised its ugly head.

      His lawyer suggested he make a home in the town that his wife loved, surrounded by her family, raising her baby as she’d asked him to do on her deathbed. When he opened a successful restaurant, the government might return some funds they’d confiscated because of misuse of magic. Not even his magic.

      How had Palmer, his partner and best friend, gotten away with magic that broke the rules for so many years? Heck, Jessup hadn’t noticed that his wife and Palmer were having an affair until they told him. No wonder the agents closing down all of their restaurants because of charisma magic surprised him.

      He missed Hinton, his boy. He dreamed of a life with a loyal wife and his smart and funny child. Marion’s Corner town leaders taking their time deciding who would purchase the former senator’s restaurant hadn’t helped his anxiety.

      What was it called again? He searched his brain.

      Oh yeah, Toppy’s.

      Tonight, he celebrated his achievements. Yesterday morning, after selling his former house, as he drove into town, he received the call. Toppy’s was his.

      He’d picked up the deed and keys that afternoon. His third career would soar in Marion’s Corner, aka Morgan's Corner. He’d called the town “Morgan’s Corner” since college, when he met Morgan, his former wife, and all she’d talked about was her hometown.

      Morgan had emphasized the community, the friendliness, the, crap—the magic mirror. He’d forgotten about that until this second. A mirror that showed you what shoes you should wear. A mirror that Morgan said helped her win the Miss Berkeley County contest, then Miss South Carolina, and on to become a model, which led to an eating disorder that took her life. Magic equaled heartbreak in his world.

      Cathy brought the couple next to him a menu and said something to them. He struggled to hear her words. Curtis, the older man, motioned to his eye and pointed at hers. Cathy bent toward him, showing off perfect cleavage.

      Curtis removed the speck from her eyelid with his bar napkin.

      Jealousy sparked in the pit of Jessup’s stomach.

      The only flaw on her perfect face.

      A second later, a cold beer sat before him, and his salad appeared out of nowhere. Someone refilled his water. His stomach growled. He dug in. He laid down his fork after taking the last bite of crisp mixed lettuce, chopped tomato, and sliced red onion with ranch dressing when Cathy replaced it with the fried mushroom and wings baskets and walked away.

      “The service here is fantastic,” he said, more to himself than anyone.

      “That’s Cathy. She’s excellent at whatever she does, and she’s been training herself and the staff for the past month.” Emeline paused. “I know you don’t want to talk to me. It’s okay. Sorry about your business woes.” Emeline had a massive fish sandwich with fries sitting before her.

      “I’ll agree with your observations about Cathy. I didn’t mean to take out my magic hatred on you. Please accept my apologies.” Not stepping on the toes of the locals would be a positive start in this small community. That was something else he remembered Morgan saying. Watch what you say. People in Marion’s Corner are related to or connected with everyone else.

      Jessup watched Curtis split the sandwich and fries onto a separate plate and slide it over to himself. The man squeezed ketchup on both their plates and turned her basket, so the sandwich sat on the right.

      He whispered to her. Jessup only heard three and nine. He assumed that was o’clock.

      “Apology accepted. Now let’s dig in.” Emeline smiled at him and turned to her friend.

      They’d exchanged limited pleasantries while dining, Jessup learned they did not date but had been friends for decades, and they weren’t allowed to drive at night. A police officer had brought them to the restaurant. That eked of the smalltown feel Jessup had been seeking.

      The couple left after paying the bill. A young couple took their place, imbuing none of the welcome he received from Emeline and Curtis.

      Jessup drained the last of his beer. He set down the bottle and searched for Cathy. He didn’t see her, so he motioned for another bartender’s attention.

      “Hey, can you ask Cathy for my check?”

      The bartender slid Jessup’s credit card across the bar to him. “She took Curtis and the town witch home. Curtis covered your check. Here’s your credit card.”

      Town witch. Emeline. Perfect. He insulted, according to Morgan, the most esteemed person in the county.

      “Thanks. Why did he pay my bill? That’s unexpected.”

      “Welcome to Marion’s Corner.” The bartender cleaned the counter as he spoke. “If you hurry, you might catch them. They don’t move too fast.”
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      Cathy settled Emeline in the front seat and walked to the driver’s side. The sound of crushing gravel grabbed her attention. Mr. Too-Good-Looking rushed toward her. She stuffed her hands in her pockets.

      He stopped short when he reached her. “Hey. Is Curtis in the car? I want to thank him for paying my tab.”

      She nodded toward the backseat. He opened the door, stuck his head in, shook Curtis's hand, and spoke to Emeline. Then he shut the door and smiled at Cathy.

      “Curtis said you’re dropping them off and then going to the Marina and invited me to join you.”

      “He invited you? To join me? At the marina?”

      “Yes. Are you done with your shift here? Working a double? I don’t want to bother you, but I’ve just moved here and would love a tour. He said you’d be an excellent tour guide, Cathy. I’m Jessup, Jessup Clark.” He held out his hand.

      Crap. She took a chance and removed her right hand from its pocket. Seemed steady. His hand, warm, solid, should have balanced her. Instead, surrounding car horns honked and startled them both. They laughed as they released hands.

      “Must have had a minor earthquake. They’re common around here. We live on a fault.” Cathy fibbed. “Or these two are ready to go.”

      “Lovely to meet you, Cathy.”

      “Welcome to Marion's Corner. It’ll take me about thirty minutes to take Curtis and Emeline to their respective homes and back. If you want to go to the Marina, I’ll come back to you. I wanted to walk over there any\way.”

      “I’ll just wait on the porch here. It’s a pleasant night.”

      “Sure. See you later.” Cathy tapped Emeline’s window before making her way to the driver’s seat. Once she settled in and started the car, she glared at her passengers.

      “If you could see me, I’d be shaking my head at both of you.”

      Emeline’s slim, warm hand pressed into Cathy’s forearm. “It was not me, dear. Be careful with new people. You know how critical some can be about our town.”

      Curtis interrupted. “Oh, please, he’s fine. Y’all try to keep change from happening around here, but change is coming. I can feel it in my bones. My tired bones. I need a cup of herbal tea and a cat on my lap for a bit. Take me home, Jeeves.” Curtis leaned into his seat and sighed.

      Thirty minutes later, she returned to the restaurant and found Jessup on the bench near the front door, finishing up a text on his phone. He pocketed his device and stood to greet her.

      “Thanks for this. I just arrived in town and need some orientating.” He’d put on a jacket and helped her with the one she’d draped on her arm. “It’s getting chilly. Glad I had a golf windbreaker in my car.”

      “Being near the water does that. We don’t have far to go. Want to get started?” She pivoted and headed to the marina.

      “Tell me about yourself. Lived here a long time? Single? Married? I tried to see if you wear a ring but you kept your hands in your pockets.”

      “I've lived here all my life. Single. You?” At thirty-four, she’d never even had a proposal. She’d been super single since Allison moved back and Derek fell hard for her. Ugh. She pushed her hands deeper into her jacket pockets.

      “I tried to get you to notice that I’m not wearing a ring. Hoped you'd picked up on that earlier.” He strolled beside her.

      She laughed. “I noticed.”

      He nudged her elbow with his. “Good. I’m glad we’re both single. I got married too young.”

      The wind blew, and the temperature had dropped twenty degrees from the mid-eighties they’d enjoyed in the late afternoon. The fronds of palmetto trees rattled.

      “So, you’re divorced?”

      “No. My wife died a couple of years ago.”

      “Oh golly. I’m sorry.” Cathy searched her brain for comforting words. Encouraging words? Empathetic? Ah yes, sympathetic words. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Is that why you’re here, for a fresh start?” He didn’t seem that upset. Nine years after her parents had died, and she still teared up at the mention of their names. She’d been the chief cook and bottle washer for their final years, even dropped out of college to be their caretaker. Lost contact with all friends except Curtrice, but only because Curtis, her grandfather, lived next door.

      “Yes. New beginnings.”

      “Do you know any locals? Or just picked this town on a map with a dart?” Did people do that in real life or was it something she’d seen once in a movie? She’d left town to attend college until she’d been called home. Her dreams of traveling to see the Great Lakes, Hawaii, and even Europe always included a return flight. The Lowcountry got into your blood.

      “My mother lives in Georgetown. My former in-laws live here, in town. I…can I tell you the rest when we're there? I’d like to see you when I’m talking.”

      “Yes. Because we’re here.” She nodded to her left and the wooden ramp leading to a small porch with signs for live bait, ice, and cold beer. “Welcome to Pirate Cove Marina. They service recreational boaters and offer boat slips, boat storage, and a small engine repair shop.”

      “There’s a restaurant?”

      “No. And yes. There’re a couple of seating areas inside and out. You get your drink from the cooler. Snacks from the shop and they have fried chicken, hotdogs, and boiled peanuts, like a typical gas station would offer. The chicken has been out since lunch. I don’t recommend it late at night.” Cathy stepped into the building.

      The bombardment of odors from fresh fish, day old coffee, and peaty worm dirt along with the incessant chirp of the crickets in their cages and the bubbling of the minnow coolers sent her headlong into memories of walking in this store holding her dad’s hand with one hand and gripping her bamboo fishing pole with the other.

      “Interesting. What drink do you want? My treat.” Jessup rocked on his feet as he perused the small store.

      His presence invaded her space, yet he was a few feet away from her. His skin called for her touch. The flicker of hope, a twitch in the center of her stomach that moved to her heart and lifted her lips into a smile without her permission, refused to dislodge from her core.

      “There are individual bottles of wine in the cooler. I like whatever. There's a corkscrew tied on a string at the counter next to the bottle cap opener, if you're joining me. Beers are in the walk-in behind the wine.” She pointed with her elbow toward the refrigerators holding alcohol.

      “Gotta love a small town…” Jessup wandered away, muttering.

      Cathy took her hands out of her pockets and shook the feeling back into them. She greeted the owner, who waved her over.

      “Hey Gig. How’re the new restrooms? Is the renovation complete? You put up all the signs, or you need help?” She’d designed and ordered fresh signs for the store and had them delivered earlier in the week.

      “All done. I moved things around. Some old-timers have complimented the signs, and you know they don't like change. The new logo captures my vision exactly. Come see the restroom renovation. I can't thank you enough for your pro bono help with them.” He walked her down the side hall to check out the remodeled stalls. The marina had received a grant and tax credit to upgrade the outdated system.

      “The finished project exceeds my expectations.” Cathy had worked with the planning commission to design a hands-free L-shaped entranceway and automatic faucet and soap dispensers. Gig had added new soap, and the hand soap smelled better, not like antiseptic. A delicate floral scent wafted from the rooms.

      Gig returned to the register. Cathy took a few photos with her phone and jotted down a note in her book. Toppy’s restrooms required an upgrade too.

      Her hair had fallen out of her ponytail holder. She released her hair and found a brush in her purse. Static made a zing sound, and her image in the mirror made her laugh. Hair stood up everywhere like she'd stuck her hand in the socket. She wet her hands and tried to tame the mess on her head, refreshed her lipstick.

      Why am I wasting time? He’s harmless. Gorgeous.

      Like the dream she had as a child, where the boy who moved in next door ended up being the love of her life. She examined her eyelids. She’d talked to Mr. Too-Good-Looking how many times with a smudge on her face? Embarrassing, but typical.

      By the time she caught up to him, Jessup sat at one of the picnic tables on the back porch under an overhead heater. A bottle of wine and a bag of boiled peanuts sat on the table in front of him. His smile created a bubble of joy inside.

      “Hey.” His deep voice brought a thrill in her chest.

      “Hello. Got everything you need?”

      “I didn’t know where to find glasses.” He shrugged.

      “They have complimentary drink cups at the drink fountain. I’ll be right back.”

      Her hands wobbled when she approached the drink station. She’d kept her magic under control until she took the steps to The Lost Sailboat’s porch where he’d waited. The short walk here had her concentrating on her every step. She headed back to Jessup with the cups.

      A gasp from a customer in a nearby aisle made her glance over her shoulder. The frozen drink cups shot out of the dispenser like skeet. They soared through the air, across the room, toward the porch.

      Cathy ran around to retrieve them and handed them to Gig.

      “I don’t know what happened.” Not a lie.

      Gig took the cups, shaking his head. “Likely, Sebastian, the ghost. He's performed this trick before. I’ll have a talk with him about scaring customers. These are from Valentine’s Day. See the hearts?” He showed her the pink and red hearts.

      “Do you want me to pay for them? I can.” Cathy set her cups on the counter and dug into her pocketbook.

      “No, why? They've been in there since February. Sebastian's right. Tomorrow’s St. Patrick’s Day, so I need to change them. It’ll take until Memorial Day for me to use the St. Paddy’s ones up." He laughed. "You go enjoy your night.”

      Cathy told her hands to behave and opened the porch door with her hip.

      “Cups.” She sat on one hand and plopped the cups on the table with the other. Tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

      The door of the ice machine to her rear slammed open and a bag of ice fell on the ground. Cathy cringed and tried an air of innocence.
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      The ice machine’s doors had opened. No one stood near them. They just opened of their own volition. Jessup walked over and picked up the ice bag that had fallen out. It had a logo of dolphins in the shape of a heart stamped on it. Half of the bag’s contents covered the floor at his feet. He tested the doors, which shut with a gentle click. It took some muscle on his part when he tried to open them.

      There’s a glitch in the matrix tonight. What would Morgan have said? Mars in retrograde.

      The stars and planets appeared in order. At least where he learned they would be in his astronomy classes at the University of South Carolina. No full moon. Weird.

      He brought the half-full bag of ice over to Cathy.

      “I must’ve chosen a warm wine, so this ice is a lucky happenstance.” He dropped a couple of cubes into each glass, poured the wine, and inserted the bottle into the ice bag. “I’ll pay for the bag before we leave.”

      “Thanks.” Cathy took a sip. “Delicious.”

      “I’m glad.” Jessup searched his mind for something clever to say. She didn’t seem the type to enjoy idle chitchat.

      “The rest of the story?” Cathy eyed the peanuts but didn’t take one.

      “Want a peanut? I got them to share.” He pushed them closer to her. She liked to keep her hands in her pockets. He’d noticed she didn’t talk with them like most Southerners. They weren’t ugly. She had long fingers, and her nails were natural, as his mother would say.

      “I’m enjoying the wine. The heater's warming my bones. The chill crept up on me. Now finish your story.” Cathy pulled her jacket closer.

      “Right. I’m here to start a new life. I’ve had a rough and complicated couple of years. The tedious details will only bore you.”

      “You can bore me, but don’t be a tease.” She tilted her head down and then up at him.

      He sat back in his chair. Getting into a relationship on his first full day in town had not been in the plan, but the flirtatious expressions she gave would melt a man of steel. He hoped his next few words wouldn't send her running to the next county.

      “I’m here to regain custody of my son. His name’s Hinton. His biological father wants custody of him too, but since he’s been hiding out for Hinton’s entire life, the odds are in my favor.”

      “That’s. A lot. I have loads of questions, but first I need to see a picture of Hinton.”

      He threw a curveball, and she hit a homer. He slid his phone across the table to her. His fingers shook. The screensaver showed a toddler with curly brown hair and green eyes.

      “He’s not yours? He resembles you. He’s adorable.” Cathy studied the photo of his son.

      “My wife had an affair.” Could she see his heart in his throat? He coughed and covered it with a sip of wine.

      “The bio-dad’s not around? Where’s he been hiding?” She’d taken down the ponytail, and her blonde hair draped over her shoulders and around her face as she bent over his phone.

      “I learned that he's been living at his mom's vacation house in Aruba. His head popped up a couple of months ago, and he decided he wants my son.” He took back his phone. 

      Her eyes followed the path of the device and ended with her facing him. She squinted her eyes and made a cute little pucker with her lips. “Sounds like there’s more to that story."

      “It’s complicated.” Getting turned on when the subject is anything but sexy was a new event for him.

      She flicked some hair back and angled forward with her chin on her left hand. Yep, no ring. Not that he doubted her, but experience made him wary. As far as he knew, Morgan never took off her wedding rings.

      “You found a sitter your first night in town? Impressive.”

      “Ha. That would be a miracle...and weird. No, Hinton’s maternal grandparents have temporary custody of him and had plans tonight. The court assigned him to a neutral residence.” Jessup tasted bitterness during that hearing. A family courtroom filled with all walks of life, vying for the chance to be a family again.

      His mom had kept Hinton in the foyer until the decision that broke his core and Morgan’s parents accepted the toddler from his arms. Took his heart with him. They gave their word he could see him a few times a week, including every Sunday, tomorrow. A thrill of pure love struck him. He would see his boy.

      “Makes perfect sense why you’d move here then. For him. I hope it all works out, however, is best for Hinton.” Cathy finished her wine and set her cup on the table.

      She’d root for him to win custody after she got to know him better. He reached for the bottle to pour her another. “I insist you have one more. These are the size of paper bathroom cups.”

      Cathy had a beautiful smile. The curve of her lips drew him in. They promised plumpness and softness. He wanted to nibble her bottom lip.

      Wait, she’s talking.

      “They are small. I guess Gig doesn’t want folks to drink tap water and not spend money. One more demitasse and then I need to head home. I have a dog that'll miss me, and I have an early start to the day tomorrow.”

      A dog. He’d always wanted a dog, but his traveling with pro baseball and restaurants would have meant a lonely pup. Morgan had been too busy attending auditions and staying in New York to find better modeling gigs. When they moved to Little River, South Carolina, to open the final Morgan’s Creek restaurant, she’d thrown a hissy fit.

      Being close to home held no appeal for her. She’d done everything to steer clear of the town she’d talked about constantly in the early days. The eating disorder had made her more harsh than soft, and her temper got the better of her many times, but he never wrapped his head around her avoidance. On her deathbed, she had him promise to take her baby to Marion’s Corner and bring him up in the town she loved. Oxymoronic, but here he was.

      “What kind of dog?” He may have to arrange a playdate with her dog and his son. And her. He ticked off the positives of Cathy; loved this town, would stay put, wasn’t rail thin, seemed like she enjoyed life.

      This time, Cathy pulled out her phone and scrolled to a photo, then handed him her phone. “This is Ollie. She’s a wire-haired terrier mix mutt. She’s the best girl.”

      The black and white dog smiled at the camera. Or the person she focused on. Hinton would love to play with this puppy.

      “Cute. Once I’m settled, I’m happy to dog sit for you, if she’s friendly with toddlers.”

      An incoming text popped across the screen. “Can you meet me at the library? I need you.”

      “You've got a text.” He gave her the phone.

      She read. “Gosh, I have to
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