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A Moment in Time

Falling in love with the enemy has never felt so good
for two women on opposite sides of a family feud.

 


Claire Fontenot jilted her high school boyfriend,
Kurt Savoy, at the altar, igniting a storm between the two families
that culminated in fiercely competing hot sauce businesses. When
she reluctantly returns home to a small town in Louisiana to run
her aunt’s antique clock shop, she doesn’t exactly receive the
warmest of welcomes.

 


Ivy Savoy is Kurt’s younger sister and grew up
learning never to trust a Fontenot. When Ivy spots a treasured lost
clock from her childhood in the window of the antique shop, she
can’t resist going inside.

 


Claire and Ivy, who have every reason to hate each
other, can’t seem to stop feeling exactly the opposite. Falling in
love is out of the question if they can’t convince their
families—and each other—to let go of the past.
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“Lisa Moreau writes the most appealing characters,
with a gentleness and understanding that I’ve yet to find in
another author. Her stories are so romantic, but when things get
hot she knows just what buttons to press…It was sweet and sexy but
also very empowering. I really enjoyed this story, as I have
everything I’ve read by this author. I can highly recommended
Lovebirds.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


“Lovebirds by Lisa Moreau is a totally
adorable romance that I had a hard time putting down…This is a very
gentle, lovely story. It was super easy to sink into and made for
perfect escapism at the end of a couple of long work days. Lisa
Moreau’s getting stronger from book to book, so I can’t wait to see
what she has in store for us next.”—Lesbian Review

 


“This is a light, funny and entertaining read based
on an original idea with the beautiful setting of Ojai valley in
California. As she did in The Butterfly Whisperer, Ms.
Moreau describes nature skillfully. The dialogues are funny and
witty, the main characters are lovable and their chemistry is
spot-on.”—LezReview Books

 


“Lovebirds by Lisa Moreau is a delightfully
fun, syrupy sweet opposites-attract romance…an endearing story that
had me captured to the very last page. I loved the spark between
the two mains and the dialogue between them was witty and fun. This
is a good romance with a little something extra to set it
apart.”—The Romantic Reader
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“This was a beautifully written novel by Lisa Moreau
that tells the story of unrequited childhood love…When Jordan and
Sophie finally got round to expressing their love, you could feel
the tension and the genuine love.”—Les Rêveur

 


“The Butterfly Whisperer is a lovely
heart-warming story of two women who come back into each other’s
lives after ten years and find that the feelings they once had have
not changed…The town of Monarch was wonderful and I loved the
characters inhabiting it…There was a warmth and a feeling of
community, and I wanted Jordan to see that these things were more
important than her Hollywood lifestyle.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review
Blog

 


“[A] fast and easy read, very lighthearted…The sex
was written with taste and beauty, definitely
romantic.”—Artistic Bent

 


“The Butterfly Whisperer by Lisa Moreau is a
lovely romance with a bunch of my favourite themes all in one book.
It has friends becoming lovers, an ice queen gets thawed, and it’s
a second chance love story. It even has the right amount of
delicious angst to keep the pages turning…I had a great time
reading it and I’m looking forward to seeing what Lisa Moreau has
in store for us next.”—The Lesbian Review
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“This is a witty, entertaining and thoroughly
enjoyable light-hearted romance. It’s extremely well written and
edited, a wonderful and well developed cast of characters,
excellent dialogue, extremely funny at times and with a warmth and
humor throughout. It’s my first from this author but definitely
won’t be my last, I thoroughly enjoyed it.”—Lesbian Reading
Room

 


“Picture Perfect has a light, breezy feel to
it, making it an excellent beach read. It’s sweet, sexy, and a lot
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it leaves me desperate for what comes next. 5 Stars.”—Les
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Chapter One

Ivy Savoy gritted her teeth and sneered when she
passed the Blazing Chili Pepper, as she did every morning when
walking to work. Briefly, she glanced toward the store and caught
Blaze Fontenot’s eye. He was struggling to move a life-size bottle
of hot sauce in the window display. It was just like him to think
bigger was better. She had to admit, though, it was certainly
eye-catching. They’d have to come up with something even more
impressive.

Blaze glared at Ivy and mouthed something she
couldn’t quite make out, which was probably for the best. She
stopped when he darted toward the front door and opened it. What
now? He was forever giving her silly warnings about something or
another.

He stuck out his head and yelled, “Tell your daddy
to stop sweepin’ his trash in front of my store.”

“What?” Ivy asked but knew exactly what he’d said.
She just didn’t have a good comeback, considering she’d seen her
father do exactly that.

“I don’t want his leaves and twigs trippin’ my
customers.”

“Those are the town’s leaves and twigs, Mr.
Fontenot. Not ours. The wind probably blew them there.”

“You tell Savoy I’m watching him.” Blaze pointed a
long, bony finger and flashed angry eyes.

Ivy shook her head, amazed that she’d ever thought
that pain in the ass was a nice man. In fact, she even used to call
him Uncle Blaze, but that was long before everything hit the fan.
Ivy breezed past the Beignet Bakery and opened the door to Savoy’s
Spicy Sauce. Zigzagging down the aisle, she passed hundreds of
bottles of her family’s original-recipe hot sauce and placed her
bag on the counter.

“Mornin’, Pop.” Ivy smiled at her father, who was
fiddling with the cash register. “You should see what Blaze is
putting up in his window.”

Hubert stilled and his eyes widened, which always
happened when that particular man’s name was mentioned. “What
now?”

“A hot-sauce bottle even taller than he is.” Which
was saying a lot. Put Blaze and Hubert together, and they looked
like Laurel and Hardy. Blaze was tall and lanky whereas Hubert was
short and beefy.

“Probably compensating for something he’s lacking.
If you know what I mean.” Hubert huffed.

Ivy knew, but it wasn’t something she wanted to
think about. She briefly considered telling her father about
Blaze’s warning but decided against it, since it’d do nothing but
put him in a bad mood for the rest of the day.

“Nothin’ can beat our display.” Hubert puffed out
his chest.

He was referring to the gigantic, bright-red
chili-pepper trophy that took up the entire front window. St.
Augustine, a small Louisiana town on the banks of Bayou Teche, was
known as the hot-sauce capital of the state. Every year, they had a
Hotter ’n Hell Festival, where the winner of the hot-sauce
competition took possession of the trophy for a year. Even though
others entered, it always came down to Hubert vs. Blaze. Last year,
Hubert had nabbed the trophy from Blaze, which had probably made
him happier than the day his own children were born.

“Speaking of the contest, I was working on a T-shirt
idea.” Ivy reached into her bag and pulled out a sketch. She’d
stayed awake half the night trying to think of something
unique.

“This darn thing.” Hubert hit his palm against the
cash register. “It’s jammed again.” He opened the cover, squeezed
his meaty fingers inside, and pulled out a torn piece of paper.

“So, like I was saying, what do you think about
this?” Ivy slid the drawing toward her father.

Without even glancing at it, he said, “I’ll come up
with something. Stick to what you’re good at.”

Ivy let her shoulders slump. Mathematics, analytics,
and anything technical. That’s what she was good at, according to
her parents, anyway. Long ago, they’d labeled Ivy as the plain,
brainy one and her twin sister, Violet, as the pretty, creative
one. Who could live up to that?

“Hey, Billow Pad.”

Ivy flinched when her brother, Kurt, tugged a curl
on the back of her head. Ivy must have taken after some
great-great-grand-someone-or-another, since she didn’t favor anyone
in her family, even her twin sister. She had a mop of unruly, curly
black hair, a pale complexion, and blue eyes, whereas everyone else
had straight hair, dark-brown eyes, and always looked like they’d
just stepped out of a tanning booth. Ever since Ivy could remember,
Kurt had teased her about her hair, but she wouldn’t have it any
other way. He was an awesome big brother and her best friend.

Kurt dipped a spoon into a jar of red sauce and
practically shoved it into Ivy’s mouth. “Try this. Pop doesn’t
think it’s spicy enough.”

Scorching heat immediately filled Ivy’s nostrils and
radiated upward into the center of her head, so much so she was
sure her eyebrows were on fire. Frantically, she fanned her lips
and grabbed a water bottle, which, thankfully, was within arm’s
reach. She chugged down the entire thing and blinked rapidly, her
eyesight blurry with tears.

“Seeee,” Kurt said to his father. “I told you it was
hot enough.”

Hubert nodded resolutely. “The recipe ain’t right
till smoke is coming outta da ears.”

Ivy coughed into the crook of her arm and cleared
her throat several times. “Jesus, Kurt. You could have warned me
first.” She sniffed and coughed some more.

“What?” Kurt looked genuinely mystified.

“Don’t jab something in my mouth without
asking.”

“Oh.” Kurt lowered his head and looked hurt, which
made Ivy feel terrible. He’d probably been expecting praise for his
newest concoction. It was hard to believe he was eleven years older
than Ivy. Sometimes it seemed as though Kurt were the baby of the
family.

“Hey,” Ivy said, placing her hand on Kurt’s forearm.
“It’s good. Really. What are you going to call it?”

Kurt lifted his chin and perked up. “I was thinking
butt buster.” Ivy wrinkled her nose. “Ass kickin’?”

Hubert made some tsk-tsk sounds. “Get away from the
derriere, son. Maybe,” he rubbed his chin, “flaming fire ants. We
could put a big, red ant on the label.”

Kurt and Ivy grinned. Their dad was the best when it
came to anything to do with hot sauce. A hundred times better than
Blaze, that’s for sure.

They all looked toward the front door when a man
entered and approached the counter.

“Well, if it ain’t ole Savoy himself.” The man
smiled widely.

Hubert stared for several long seconds before his
face lit up and he inhaled sharply. “Tank!”

Tank? Ivy and Kurt exchanged curious glances.

Hubert flew from behind the counter and wrapped his
arms around the man, at least as much as he could, considering Tank
was the size of a SmartCar.

“You haven’t changed a bit. Except maybe for a few
inches here.” Tank poked Hubert’s belly.

“You’re one to talk.” Hubert poked him back. “You
still doing construction in…where was it? El Paso?”

“Yep. Still out that way. I’m in town for the
festival next weekend.”

“You’re in for a good ole time. Hey, you remember my
young’uns? Kurt and Ivy.”

“Why, I haven’t seen Kurt since he was yea-high.”
Tank lowered a hand to his knees. “And I don’t believe we’ve ever
met.” He tipped his sweat-stained baseball cap to Ivy.

“Nice to meet you, Mr.…Tank,” Ivy said.

Tank scratched his head and looked at Hubert.
“Didn’t you have another youngst—”

“Me and Tank went to high school together,” Hubert
said, and patted his friend’s shoulder.

Nice save, Pop.

“Tank was the best center guard the St. Augustine
football team has ever had.”

“Hey, whatever happened to what’s-his-name?” Tank
asked, clearly excited. “You two were best friends.” He stared at
the ceiling a few seconds and then blurted, “Blaze! Blaze
Fontenot.”

Ivy groaned. You’re asking all the wrong
questions, mister.

“Put a football in Blaze’s hands and he was off in a
flash. Man, was he fast. Hey, isn’t he in the hot-sauce business,
too?”

As expected, Hubert was bright red and his nostrils
flared. Poor Tank. His big, innocent face was about to get
squashed.

“Is something wrong?” Tank asked, finally catching
onto the fact that Hubert was fuming.

Kurt shuffled his feet, eyes darting from his father
to Tank. “The Fontenots’ store is two doors down, but Dad and Blaze
aren’t friends anymore.”

Ivy’s heart melted at the hurt look on Kurt’s face.
That horrid day fifteen years ago had been terrible for everyone,
but no one more than her big brother.

Tank looked at Hubert and furrowed his brow. “A
little competition got between you two?”

“That’s just the tip of the iceberg,” Hubert said.
“Sit for a spell, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Despite Hubert’s obvious displeasure, Ivy was
certain she detected a gleam in his eyes. He loved telling the
well-worn story.

Hubert dragged a chair from behind the counter,
shoved Tank into the seat, and crossed his arms. “It all started
with Blaze Fontenot’s daughter…”

 


* * *

 


Claire Fontenot stood in front of a mirror and
yanked out a strand of gray hair. Running her fingers through thick
auburn locks, she gasped when she saw another one. Well, what could
she expect? She was two months shy of thirty-five, which was the
same age her mother had been when she’d turned prematurely gray.
Even though Claire had been only six at the time, she clearly
remembered her mother arguing with the hospice nurse about coloring
her hair. She’d always say she wouldn’t be caught dead lying in a
coffin with salt-and-pepper. Claire plucked another strand out and
shook her head. Thirty-five. Where’d the time go?

She leaned against the sink and stared into
almond-colored eyes. It was time to get back out there. She’d hid
in the bathroom long enough. Claire straightened her posture,
inhaled a shaky breath, and yanked the door open, cursing Denny for
setting her up on yet another blind date. Making small talk with
strangers, especially women, wasn’t one of her strong points.

As Claire walked through the restaurant, she eyed
her lunch date. Ashley looked to be in her early twenties. Denny
knew better than that, though. Maybe she just appeared youthful for
her age. When Claire reached the table, she was happy to see that
the waiter had delivered a loaf of bread. She could always stuff a
glob into her mouth to fill awkward silences.

“I thought you’d run out on me.” Ashley giggled like
a schoolgirl.

Claire flashed a wry grin and took a sip of water.
She drummed her fingers on the table and glanced around. How long
did it take to make two salads?

Finally, Claire focused on Ashley. “So…um…you’re a
hairdresser?” What she really wanted to ask was whether Ashley had
even graduated high school yet.

Ashley nodded so enthusiastically her Miley Cyrus
style hairdo bobbed up and down. “I’ve been working at an Aveda
salon for three years now.”

Three? Hopefully she hadn’t started right out of
high school. Surely, she’d had to go through some sort of training
first. Maybe she had a double master’s in hair-cutting and had been
in school for eight years.

“What did you do before then?” Claire asked, afraid
of the answer.

“I got my stylist certificate after graduation. It
took me nine whole months.” Ashley’s eyes widened, and she
looked at Claire like she expected her to ooh and ahh.

Claire did the quick math in her head. Ashley was
approximately twenty-three, a whopping eleven years younger. She’d
kill Denny.

Ashley crossed her legs. “What is it you do?”

“I study clouds.”

Ashley raised a perfectly manicured eyebrow. “As in
the internet?”

“No. Actual clouds.” Claire pointed toward the
ceiling. “I work in the Nephology Department at GCC, Global Climate
Corp, here in Houston. It’s a weather-forecasting company. Most
people don’t realize how much clouds affect weather. Determining
global cloud cover over time is a major aspect of understanding
climate change.”

Ashley stared in a stone-faced, non-blinking sort of
way.

“See, clouds are being pushed upward and poleward,
which is a response to global warming. As they move higher, they
trap more heat, causing further warming and triggering a vicious
cycle of increasingly rising global temperatures.”

“I…uh…don’t know much about all that,” Ashley said.
“But I do like those fluffy ones. They remind me of cotton
balls.”

“You probably mean cumulus.”

“Do you have a favorite one?”

Claire smiled, which was the first time she’d done
so since lunch started.

“Cirrostratus. They’re transparent, whitish clouds
that veil the entire sky”—Claire swept her arms out—“and cause a
distinguishing halo around the sun. It’s quite breathtaking.”

Claire’s throat tightened, remembering the first
time she’d seen one. She took a swig of water to wash down the
lump. “Did you know cirrostratus is Latin for
curl-and-spread-out?”

Ashley shook her head.

“Clouds are classified based on the height at which
they form. Cirrostratus belong to the high family of clouds, which
typically occur at over twenty-three thousand feet.”

Ashley’s eyes glazed over like she’d just been asked
to solve an impossible trigonometry equation. Claire had done it
again. She’d bored yet another woman, which was about the only
thing she was good at when it came to dating. What did she expect?
The weather was the dullest topic ever. She broke off a piece of
sourdough bread and stuffed it in her mouth. Maybe it’d prevent her
from saying anything else and completely putting the woman into a
coma.

After a few moments, Ashley pushed the breadbasket
aside and leaned over the table. “Listen. You seem like a nice
person, but I don’t think we’re really suited for each other.
You’re a bit too…”

Old? Mind-numbingly boring?

“Sophisticated for me.”

At least Ashley was a lot nicer than Susan had been.
They’d dated for two years before Susan had said she’d met someone
else. Someone younger. Someone her own age. Someone interesting.
Claire should have known better than to go out with a woman nine
years younger than her.

“I understand. I should get back to work anyway. It
was nice meeting you.” Claire stood, tossed a twenty onto the
table, and took that long walk of shame out of the restaurant.

Claire sat in her car and sighed. Another one bites
the dust. Not that she’d been interested in Ashley, but Claire was
beginning to think she’d never find a partner. Before driving away,
she grabbed her cell phone to check voice messages. One was from
her dad, which was strange. He never called unless it was about
something important. She connected the Bluetooth headset, dialed
his number, and drove out of the parking lot.

“Hey, Dad. What’s up?”

“Claire? Is that you? What’s all that noise?”

“Sorry.” Claire banged her fist on the dashboard.
“My car’s been making clanking sounds. I need to take it in.”

“Get Hank to look at it. He’s the best.”

That was probably her father’s not-so-subtle way of
suggesting she visit since Hank’s Auto Shop was in St. Augustine,
Louisiana.

“How’s the Blazing Chili Pepper doing?” Claire asked
in an attempt to steer the subject away from her going back
home.

“I’m shooting a new commercial tomorrow. You should
see the one Savoy has running. What a goofball.” Blaze
chuckled.

One of the many pluses of living in Houston, two
hundred and fifty miles away, was that Claire didn’t have to
witness the feud up front, especially since she was the one that
had started it.

“I’ll bet,” Claire said. “How’s Aunt Henny?”

“Well, actually, that’s why I’m calling.”

Claire’s breath hitched. “Is she okay?”

Aunt Henny was Blaze’s sister and had helped raise
Claire after her mother died. Since Claire had only been six at the
time, Aunt Henny was like a mother to her. She’d be devastated if
anything had happened to her aunt.

“She’s fine. But I was wondering if you’d come to a
surprise bon voyage party I’m throwing for her.”

Claire exited off the freeway and stopped at a red
light. “Party? Oh, right. She and the Golden Girl Gang are taking a
cruise.”

The gang was made up of women in their sixties and
seventies who traveled together. From what Claire could tell, they
had a blast. Claire wanted to be just like them when she retired.
First, though, she had a lot to accomplish in her career. The fun
would come later.

“So how about it?” Blaze asked. “It’s Sunday. You
wouldn’t have to miss any work. You could fly into New Orleans. We
miss you.”

When the light turned green, Claire pressed on the
accelerator so hard her tires screeched, and she smelled burnt
rubber. Guilt tugged at her heart. He was practically pleading.
This was almost too much to take, but she definitely didn’t want to
go back to St. Augustine.

“I miss you, too, Dad. Why don’t you come here next
weekend? We can go to that seafood restaurant you loved so
much.”

“That’s when the Hotter ’n Hell Festival is!”

He’d said that like it was something Claire should
have known.

“Right. Well, I don’t think I can make it. It’s
just…you know.”

Silence. Lots of uncomfortable silence. Finally,
Blaze said, “You’ve got nothin’ to be ashamed of. The likelihood of
you running into a Savoy is slim, and even if you did, I’d smash a
hot-sauce bottle over their head if any one of them gave you a hard
time.”

“Something tells me you’d get pleasure out of doing
that.” Claire snickered. “I’ll come some other time. Just not this
weekend, okay?”

Blaze grunted. “All right, but now I have to buy
your aunt a going-away present.”

“Why now?”

“Cause you were gonna be the present!”

“Sorry,” Claire said and pulled into GCC’s parking
lot. “I have to get back to work. I’ll talk to you later.” After
gathering her belongings, she marched into the building and
straight to Denny’s cubicle.

He looked up, glanced at his watch, and furrowed his
brow. “That was quick.”

“Denny. Just how old would you say Ashley is?”

Denny shrugged. “I dunno. Our age, I guess.”

“You’d guess wrong. Very wrong. Like you couldn’t be
more wronger. She’s barely old enough to legally drink. What were
you thinking? After the Susan thing and all.”

“Well, actually…I’ve never met Ashley.” Denny
grimaced.

“What?” Claire yelled so loud the guy in the next
cubicle popped his head over the partition and flashed her a dirty
look. She cringed, knowing the last place she needed to make a
scene was here. Not when she was gunning for that promotion.

“What do you mean, you never met her?” Claire
whispered.

“Ashley is Maggie’s hairdresser. She thought you two
would hit it off.”

Claire closed her eyes and shook her head. “Look.
You and your wife are my best friends, but no more setups,
okay?”

Denny jutted out his lower lip. “Aside from the age
thing, how’d it go?”

Claire sat on the edge of the desk. “Not so great.
Sometimes I wonder if there’s anyone I’ll ever click with.”

Denny playfully slapped her knee. “Of course there
is. Didn’t you click with Susan?”

“Not really. We were more like roommates than
girlfriends.”

“Oh. Sorry.” Denny grabbed a stress ball in the
shape of a cloud and pumped it in his fist several times. He looked
at Claire, concern etched on his face. “Can I ask you
something?”

“Sure.”

“Are you happy?”

“I will be when I get the department-director
position. I don’t understand why they haven’t announced it yet.
Wright retired two weeks ago.”

“Why will you be happy then?”

Claire snorted. “Are you crazy? It’s what I’ve been
working toward the past fifteen years. It’s a twenty-five percent
raise plus a shitload of other perks. Where’s all this coming
from?”

Denny took a deep breath and looked Claire directly
in the eyes. “You’re never satisfied in the moment. It’s always
‘I’ll be happy when I get this or that.’ And you’re so hung up on
your age. You have plenty of time to do everything you want.”

Claire stood and glared down at Denny, hot blood
rushing to her head. He was wrong. Time wasn’t guaranteed. Not
everyone lives until they’re eighty. Some people barely make it to
their mid-thirties.

They both looked up when Mr. Renner, president of
the company, suddenly appeared in the doorway. He nodded at Denny
and focused on Claire. “Can I see you in my office tomorrow at
two?”

“Um. Yes. Of course.” She’d never been summoned to
the president’s office before. In fact, she’d never set foot on the
executive floor. It was where all the big shots sat and where her
office would be if she got the promotion.

Mr. Renner flashed a stoic expression and
disappeared. Chills ran up and down Claire’s spine. He certainly
hadn’t looked happy. In fact, one could say he even seemed
downright angry.


Chapter Two

Ivy jolted upright in bed and glanced around her
room, unsure of where she was. Why did she have to wake up now? In
fact, why’d she have to wake up at all? She could have lived in
that dream forever. It’d been so vivid, so real. Just like it
always was. She lay back and closed her eyes. Maybe if she tried
hard enough, she could go back to sleep and be in the arms of her
kindred spirit again. Ten minutes later her eyes popped open. Well,
that wasn’t going to happen. She rose to a sitting position and
wrapped her arms around herself, still feeling a delicious warmth
in the center of her chest.

The recurring dream was always the same. She was
walking in a mist, aware that a woman was in the distance—someone
she desperately wanted to see. Ivy quickened her pace, excitement
building with each step. Slowly, the figure came into view, but
before Ivy could see the woman’s face, she wrapped her arms around
Ivy in an embrace that left her feeling elated and very loved. The
moment their hearts touched, the sound of sweet strings filled the
air. It was always one of the concertos from Vivaldi’s The Four
Seasons. This time it was Ivy’s favorite: Largo from the Winter
opus. They swayed in the mist to the melodious notes until Ivy
awakened. In the many dreams she’d had, Ivy never saw the woman’s
features. That wasn’t necessary, though, to know that it was the
person she was meant to spend the rest of her life with.

Reaching for a pillow, Ivy hugged it to her chest.
She’d read about precognitive dreams and believed with every cell
of her being that her soul mate existed on the earth plane,
somewhere. It was just a matter of time before they actually met.
But Ivy was ready now, not in the unforeseeable future.

She’d been out of the closet since she was eighteen,
so she’d had a good six years of dating women who weren’t Ms.
Right. Kurt said she was too picky, but Ivy knew she hadn’t met her
kindred spirit yet. Just then she had a horrible, terrifying
thought: what if she never met her? What if she was being
punished for something that had happened years ago? Ivy’s pulse
pounded. Actually, it would serve her right to live out her days
loveless and lonely. She forced that depressing thought out of her
mind, rose to her feet, and shuffled to the bathroom to get ready
for work.

Ivy lived in a small apartment close to downtown. It
wasn’t anything fancy, but the location was great since she could
walk to work, restaurants, and the park, which was her favorite
place. When she opened the door and stepped outside, scorching air
hit her like a minibus. She’d lived in St. Augustine all her life,
but she’d never get used to the summers. She blinked rapidly, sure
that her contact lenses were melting to her eyeballs, and
unsuccessfully tried to take a deep breath. Ugh. The humidity made
everything worse.

When Ivy turned the corner onto Main Street, she
picked up the pace and raced past the Blazing Chili Pepper, hoping
to avoid running into Blaze. She was still in dream-bliss and
wanted to stay that way as long as possible. Once she was in
Savoy’s Spicy Sauce, she breezed past her father, who stood
polishing the chili-pepper trophy, went into her office, and closed
the door. She was the office manager and handled everything from
the finances to ordering supplies, while Hubert and Kurt concocted
recipes, did corny TV commercials, and were expert salesmen. Ivy
had started working at the shop right out of high school. She’d
planned to attend college, but that fell through. Sometimes life
takes unexpected turns.

Ivy sat at her desk and closed her eyes, recalling
the dream. Was it possible to love someone before you even met
them? It sounded ridiculous, but what she felt with her dream girl
was absolute, undeniable love. Ivy had no idea what the woman
looked like or who she was. All she knew was that she’d never felt
such strong emotions for anyone before. Slowly, Ivy opened her
eyes, her gaze landing on a stack of papers in her inbox. She
sighed and grabbed the top folder. Back to the real world.

Several hours passed before Kurt poked his head in
the doorway. “Hey, Fuzz Bomb. Did you bring your lunch today?”

Ivy looked at the clock, surprised it was almost
noon. “No. You wanna go out?”

“It’s too hot outside.” Kurt plopped in the chair
across from her desk. “So, you ready for tomorrow?”

Ivy wrinkled her brow. “What’s tomorrow?”

“It’s your birthday, goof ball!”

Strange how she had completely blocked that fact
out. Or maybe not so strange.

“What are you gonna be? Like seventeen?”

Ivy rolled her eyes. “You know I’ll be twenty-four.
You’re just jealous ’cause I’m sooo much younger than you. I just
wish Mom and Dad wouldn’t insist on doing anything.”

“Hey, you know I’ll be right there with you the
entire time.”

“Thanks.” Ivy’s insides warmed, knowing she could
lean on her brother for support.

“Plus, Katy will be there, too.”

Ivy grinned. “I really like her. Have you settled on
a date yet?”

“Well…you know how it is.” Kurt lowered his head,
looking sheepish.

Katy must have the patience of a saint, considering
Kurt had dragged his feet on setting a wedding date for over six
months. Ivy was surprised he’d even had the courage to propose. She
chewed on her lower lip and resisted the urge to give her brother
another speech about his fears. She’d done it before, which only
seemed to make things worse.

“How about I pick up some crawfish pie at Bayou
Belle’s for lunch?” Ivy asked.

“I thought you were sick of that stuff.” He leered
at her, suspicious.

“I am, but I know you love it.”

“Well, get them to deliver. It’s like a hundred and
fifty degrees out there.”

Ivy grabbed her purse and shot out of the chair. “I
don’t mind.” Actually, she did mind, but it was a great excuse to
pass the Old-Timer, the antique-clock shop.

“Are you crazy?” Kurt’s left eyebrow arched.

“I’ll see you in a bit.” Ivy ruffled the top of his
head and left before he could say anything else.

She walked down Main Street and admired the
multitude of quaint shops. The town was small but a popular tourist
stop on the way to New Orleans. They had gorgeous plantation homes,
alligators in the bayou, humongous trees, and of course the best
hot sauce in the state. Ivy crossed the street and strolled through
the town’s park, relieved to be in the shade of several large
cypress trees. She reached high overhead and swung at moss hanging
from the branches, just like Kurt used to do. Ivy smiled to herself
recalling how she’d follow him around like a puppy when she was
younger. It’s a wonder he didn’t tell her to get lost, considering
she was probably annoying as hell, but he never did.

A breeze wafted across Ivy’s face when she stopped
at one of her favorite spots. Moss-filled trees surrounded a small
waterfall that spilled into a koi pond. To the right was a stone
grotto framed in pink roses, which housed a life-size granite
statue of St. Augustine, the town’s namesake. Ivy wasn’t religious,
but she’d always liked his peaceful, kind expression. If saints
existed, he’d be a nice one to know. She sat on a bench, relaxed by
the sound of rushing water, and spotted Myra coming down the path
dragging a blanket. Without making eye contact, she walked past
Ivy, laid the blanket down at St. Augustine’s feet, and sat.

“How are you today?” Ivy asked.

“Hot.” Myra wiped her forehead.

“Did you cool off in the library?”

“They told me to leave,” Myra said, staring straight
ahead.

Ivy’s heart plummeted. She despised the way some of
the townspeople treated Myra. Most thought she was a nutcase.
Others, like Ivy, knew she was just down on her luck.

“They always have room at the homeless shelter. Why
don’t you sleep there tonight?” Ivy asked, but she already knew the
answer. Myra wouldn’t leave the statue. She claimed St. Augustine
talked to her, so she wanted to stay close in case he had something
to say. Okay, maybe she was a little bit of a nutcase.

“I bet St. Augustine would want you to be somewhere
cool tonight,” Ivy said.

Myra glared up at the statue for almost a full
minute. Finally, she said, “He thinks maybe I should.”

“He looks smart. You should listen to him.” Ivy
stood. “I’m going to Bayou Belle’s. You want spicy or regular?” She
frequently brought Myra boudin, a Cajun sausage filled with rice
and pork, since it was her favorite.

“Spicy. Double the order.”

Ivy grinned. “Right. St. Augustine likes boudin,
too. I’ll see you in a bit.”

Ivy made her way through the park and down the
street. After she’d walked only a few blocks, her shirt was
drenched, and beads of sweat trickled down her back. She slowed
when she spotted the Old-Timer, which was next to Bayou Belle’s.
Hopefully the restaurant would be packed, and she’d have to stand
outside to wait for her order. That way maybe she could peek into
the antique-clock shop’s window.

Ivy opened the restaurant door and audibly sighed.
The blast of cold air on her damp skin felt heavenly. She made her
way to the bar, happy to see not one empty chair in the place.

Belle put her hands on her hips and stared Ivy up
and down. “Sha, you look like a swamp rat.”

Coming from anyone else that would be an insult, but
Ivy had known Belle long enough to know that was just her way.

“Hi, Belle. Can you give me a large crawfish pie and
a double order of spicy boudin?”

Belle yelled the order into the kitchen and then
said, “That’ll be ’bout fifteen minutes.”

“Great. I’ll just wait outside.”

Belle drew her head back and looked at Ivy like she
had her hand in an alligator’s mouth. “No need for you to stand out
in that heat.”

“That’s okay. I don’t mind. Really.” Ivy hurried out
of the restaurant before Belle could protest.

Once outside, she scanned the area, looking up and
down Main Street several times. Deciding the coast was clear, Ivy
nonchalantly paced in front of the Old-Timer and peered into the
window out of the corner of her eye. What a gorgeous sight.
Hundreds of ornate clocks in all shapes, sizes, and styles filled
the shop. She stopped when she spied a walnut grandfather clock. It
had to be at least eight feet tall and, based on the style, looked
like it was from eighteenth-century France. It was breathtaking,
with classic French motifs and a carving of two doves with a vase
filled with flowers. Ivy frowned when she noticed the pendulum
wasn’t moving. It was a sin for a clock that amazing not to be
working. It probably just needed to be wound or, at the very least,
cleaned. She could have it working in no time. Thanks to her
grandmother, Ivy was an expert at clock restoration.

What Ivy wouldn’t give to stroll through the shop.
She could spend all day in there. Hell, she could live there. Her
entire body flushed with guilt. Her family would have a
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