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Chapter 1


Luke

I hear a low moan and shoot up from bed, memories of my pleasant dream tumbling from my brain like Peanut M&M’s from a candy dispenser. If I hear that sound again, I might have peanuts in my boxers.

Korg is awake and alert on the bed next to me, his ears perked and his nose glistening in the faint morning light.

“Did you hear that?” I ask him.

There it goes again: a low, gurgly moaning, almost like a hungry stomach.

I glance out my window and examine the lumbering oaks in my front yard. Their heavy boughs are still, the faded moss upon them hanging motionless and heavy with morning dew.

It wasn’t the wind. What was it then? The plumbing?

My heart slows at the thought of an old rusty pipe under the house moaning at the slightest pressure change. It’s a possibility. I had an inspection before I bought the house. The plumbing passed, but who knows? In a house like this, things settle, move, break. I knew that going into the purchase.

Also, in an old house like this, people have died. Of natural causes. Of unnatural ones.

I hear it again, and my heart revs like a jackhammer. Korg whimpers. Not a good sign. Dogs don’t whimper at old pipes. Maybe he’s scared because I’m scared. And I’m scared because he’s scared. And—

The snarl of an angry cat sounds in the hallway. On the other side of my door. Adrenaline tosses me out of bed like it’s in charge and my bare feet land on the cold, antique wood planks. Korg leaps from the bed and barrels toward the door, hackles raised, a deep growl vibrating from his throat.

“Whoah. Korg. Back.”

That doesn’t work. He starts scratching at the floor under the door. I walk over to him and pat him on the back.

“Calm down, boy.”

My touch visually relaxes Korg. He stops growling, sniffs under the door, and barks.

“Maybe we do have a cat under the house,” I say.

I really don’t want to crawl under there. What if there’s no cat? Or what if there is, but it’s disembodied? Do I really want to tangle with a ghost cat?

Still doesn’t explain that low moan, the one that woke me up way quicker than any alarm clock.

I sit down next to Korg and drape my arm across his back. He gives the door a few more sniffs before sitting and allowing me to scratch behind his ears.

“Let’s buy a historical home in Charleston, I said. It will be fun, I said.”

Korg licks my cheek.

I take his face in both of my hands and peer into his black eyes. “You could have vetoed me, you know.”

Except for the strange noises, Korg loves this place. Loves the gardens, the expansive yard, the quick access to the tidal creeks where he likes to ride along on my kayak. Nothing’s going to chase us away. We’re here to stay, ghosts or no ghosts.

I stand and pat Korg between the ears.

“Come on. Let’s eat.”

My hand lingers in the air above the doorknob. What if a cat leaps onto my face with its teeth bared and its claws out? The domesticated feline is no jungle cat, but those retractable claws can do some serious damage. There is no cat. I repeat, there is no cat. Korg’s lack of growling, scratching, and sniffing confirms it.

As soon as I open the door, Korg sprints into the hallway. I let him out the front door to do his business and give him a few minutes to run free before calling him back in.

We both head into the kitchen to the click, click, click of his claws against wood. He runs to his empty food bowl, but I freeze.

“You’ve got to be kidding me.”

The cabinet door is open again. I clench my jaw along with my fists. The cabinet door that keeps opening by itself.

Large yard with mature oak trees, great location downtown, a guest house and a barn, original woodwork, history, southern charm. The house’s positives still far outweigh the negatives.

I walk over to the cabinets, gently close the door, head to the mudroom to fill Korg’s food and water dishes, and then return to the kitchen.

The alarm I’d set to wake me up in time to catch Cassie’s news segment still hasn’t gone off. I tap my watch. I have twenty minutes until I need to turn on the TV. In the meantime, I swipe off the alarm, toast a bagel, eat the bagel, and brew a cup of coffee while mentally preparing myself for Cassie to press the Choose button on live TV.

Thanks to my insider knowledge, I know Cassie’s database is small, only one hundred eligible bachelors, so there’s a one in a hundred chance Cupid will choose me. (I’m good at math.) More if you consider how much she and I naturally have in common.

If I’m chosen, I have a spiel prepared. I’ll tell her I was approached by an investor friend who works for Excel, who knows I’m single and new to the area, and who thought I might be willing to try a new matchmaking app.

After punching me in the face (well-deserved), she’ll calm down, and I’ll win her over again with my charm. Yes, it’s sneaky. Yes, I’m sort of lying. Guilt is a thing, and I’m suffering from it, but I think she’ll understand this is a romantic gesture, like the prince who slays the dragon, wards off evil spells, crosses the moat, and climbs the booby-trapped tower to rescue the princess. I’m the prince. She’s the princess. It’s a fairy-tale love story. What can go wrong?

She could hate me. I mean, continue to hate me. My lies could blow up in my face. She could see them as another betrayal in a long line of betrayals, and I could be stuck alone in a huge house with a haunted cabinet and a feral ectoplasmic cat.

I sigh and rub my face. Cassie’s app probably won’t choose me anyway.

I top off my coffee mug, make a pit stop in the bathroom—Korg follows me in, of course—and then I head back to my bedroom to retrieve my phone before returning to the family room and flopping onto the couch. Korg jumps up beside me while I flip on the television.

I’m early. Cassie’s segment isn’t for another five minutes, so I clutch my phone and jiggle my knee as meteorologist Kenny Blackburn tells me it’s gonna be another hot one in Charleston, SC.
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Cassie

As Kenny Blackburn uses his entire body to draw the path of tomorrow evening’s thunderstorms across the Charleston metropolitan area, I sit on the leather sofa wringing my hands. Felicia Acrea and I are already in place for our interview segment. Felicia’s distracted by her jacket, fiddling with her lapels and smoothing her blouse while the makeup guy floofs her hair. Guests don’t get special treatment. I hope my nose isn’t shiny.

This was my idea. Go on TV, be the guinea pig, the first to click MatchAI’s Choose button and trust Cupid to find my perfect match. It won’t be a real date. Heavens no. I’ve only been divorced for six months (yeah, that happened), and I’m not ready to jump back into dating. This is just a publicity stunt—a way to advertise and let people know that I, the CEO of the company, am so confident in my app that I’ll use it myself.

In addition to pressing the Choose button on live TV, I’ll go on a blind date with my match, livestream portions of our date on Instagram, and do a follow-up radio interview on Monday morning. There are two hundred singles in my database. When the men signed up, they agreed to cooperate with my launch plan if their name was selected. Nothing could go wrong.

The guy behind the camera points at us. Kenny isn’t talking anymore. It’s our turn.

I start sweating under the hot studio lights. If my nose isn’t shiny, it will be in five seconds.

Felicia starts the interview like we’re old friends, like we’ve been chatting all morning. She laughs at something, and I laugh too, even though I didn’t hear what she said. Nerves do funny things to a person.

Deep breaths. In. Out.

“Let’s talk about you first,” Felicia says. “MatchAI isn’t your first gig. You have an established ghost tours business as well. Do you want to give it a plug?”

“Sure. My mom says I’m an overachiever.” I rattle out a nervous laugh. “I suppose she’s right. After I earned my associate degree at Trident Tech, I knew I wanted to own a business, and combining my love of Charleston’s history with the tourism industry seemed the perfect place to start. I bought Old Towne Ghost Tours from an older couple and took the company from a fledgling mom-and-pop to a profitable business with a reputation for bringing Charleston’s vibrant history and legends to life.”

“So, MatchAI is just your side hustle.”

“I guess you could say that. I manage them both with the help of my talented assistant, Sarah.”

I glance at Sarah, who is standing, arms crossed, at the back of the studio, her brow furrowed in response to my callout.

“You’re already a successful businesswoman,” Felicia says, oblivious to Sarah’s glare. “What made you want to create a dating app?”

“My nickname in high school was Stupid Cupid because I had a knack for matching people up. With the advent of AI technology, I realized I could take my talent virtual. My app features an artificial intelligence—we call her Cupid—and she matches people based on hundreds of categories including custom keywords and phrases.”

I prop my elbow onto the armrest and lean toward Felicia. “We also use biometrics software to match people based on facial geometry,” I continue. “Studies have shown that we are attracted to people we resemble, and Cupid harnesses that tendency to find your perfect match.”

My voice sounds confident. Fake it till you make it. The time I spent practicing with Sarah last night is helping.

“So, you’re in beta right now. Tell me a little about that.”

“Yes, we’re rolling out the beta version to the Charleston metro area and surrounding communities. I’m from Charleston, and this city is dear to my heart, so it makes sense to roll out here first.”

“Why do you think people will allow Cupid to choose their date for them, versus browsing through singles themselves?”

I tell her what I told Sarah: some people aren’t good at choosing a match and they need a little help from a state-of-the-art AI. I say a few words about AI technology, how it’s already helping us write novels, create art, drive our cars, provide companionship. I finish by explaining how Cupid will learn from each successful match to increase the odds of creating successful matches in the future.

“No one has approached dating from this angle,” I say. “I’m the first, and I think as MatchAI produces more and more successful matches, people will come to trust Cupid better than they trust themselves.”

Sweat trickles down my temple and slides down my cheekbone. Hopefully it’s not visible on camera. If I wasn’t wearing this light clothing, I’d be a raging furnace right now.

Sarah helped me choose my outfit. I wanted to wear a suit jacket and matching pants, but she pulled this blouse and cotton skirt from my closet because, according to her, “It’s too hot in Charleston for a fitted acrylic straitjacket.” I like my suits, but Sarah was right.

Felicia asks me a few more questions about my plans to grow the user base, whether I’m going to take the application national or even global. I tell her I’ll follow demand. The more interest there is, the more I will expand into new territories.

“We’re going to use the app today, right?” Felicia says.

“Yes, that’s the plan.” I remind myself to smile.

“We’ve already set up your phone to stream to the screen behind us,” Felicia continues, “so let’s get to it.”

“All right. I can’t wait.” Excitement mingles with my nerves, like the feeling a gambler gets in Las Vegas before punching the button on the slot machine. I mean, who knows? Maybe I’ll find my perfect match today.

I lean over and grab my phone from the coffee table. “Okay... Let me pull up the app.”

I click the MatchAI icon on my phone and look over my shoulder. The home page displays on the LCD screen behind us.

“Do we have the feed?” Felicia asks the tech guy. He gives us a thumbs up.

The app is simple. A person icon in the bottom left corner leads to the extensive profile page where the user can enter hundreds of details and stats about themselves. A conversation button in the bottom right corner leads to the embedded messaging application. Otherwise, the home page consists of a very large, very pink Choose button.

I tap the button and a carousel of male pictures zooms by, losing momentum as the seconds wear on. Next comes the slow click of potential matches, one after the other, until the phone dings and Cupid’s choice fills my screen.

A fire ignites in my belly, a fury of nerves, shock, anger, disbelief.

This can’t be happening.

My ex—the guy who cheated on me—smiles at me from my phone screen. I don’t dare look over my shoulder where I know he’s smiling at me larger than life in high definition.

My worst fear is about to happen.

I’m gonna throw up on live TV.


Chapter 2


Luke

Cassie looks gorgeous even with her mouth hanging open like that. The studio lights love her, giving her skin a warm glow that complements the large yellow and tan flowers on her skirt.

I know Cassie well enough to know she’s forcing a smile, forcing herself to trade niceties back and forth with Felicia. I sink into my couch and press my palms to my forehead.

“What have you done?”

My heart leaps. I spin around. “Mom! You have to stop sneaking in!”

“Luke Curtis, what have you done?” She’s holding her morning mug of tea.

“What are you doing here at seven thirty in the morning? We’re supposed to be neighbors, not roommates!”

I moved back to Charleston two months ago, trading the hustle and bustle of L.A. for a much calmer pace. The L.A. branch of my venture capital firm, Stratos Capital, runs smoothly without me, allowing me to open a branch here. I’ll still head to L.A. now and then and do weekly virtual check-ins, but I trust my partners to handle most of the daily business.

However, there’s a glitch in my dream of paradise in historic Charleston. Mom.

She promised she’d live in the guest house. In other words, she’d stay there most of the time, and I would retain my privacy in the main house. We would be like neighbors, she said. Turns out, our definition of “neighbors” differs. Mine means keeping to yourself. Hers means popping in for random daily visits.

Mom rushes over and perches on the edge of my La-Z-Boy. “She looks mortified.”

“You can tell?” Maybe I don’t have a Cassie spidey sense. Maybe this is a bigger disaster than I realized. And it’s playing out on live TV.

“Luke, what did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything, Mom,” I say gruffly.

“Her application just happened to match her with you? The guy who treated her like complete trash?”

“I didn’t treat her that badly.”

“Cheating on her isn’t ‘that bad?’”

“Okay, it was bad. But it wasn’t like I was mean to her or anything.”

Mom levels her eyes at me. “Luke.”

“I was mean behind the scenes, but not when we were together. I treated her like a princess.”

“Which made your infidelity all the more devastating for her, I’m sure.”

I glance at the television. Cassie and Felicia are still talking.

“I don’t know, Mom. Maybe.”

“I’ve been there, son. I know what it’s like to be cheated on. You and your father are too alike sometimes. You both think you can strong-arm your way into getting what you want.”

I take after my dad in a lot of ways. We’re both handsome—Mom says too handsome for our own good. Not that handsomeness is an excuse. It’s not. Cheating is a character flaw, and I’ve come to terms with mine. Dad, not so much.

“It only happened once,” I say.

“You only cheated on Cassie once, but what about all those other women you cheated on?”

“I’m not proud of my past.”

“You set this poor woman up on national television, didn’t you?”

“It’s not national television. It’s local.”

“Close enough. Did you?”

“I don’t know, Mom. Maybe.”

“I don’t know, Mom. Maybe,” Mom mocks.

I glare at her.

Mom purses her lips.

I sit up, lean over, and stare at the floor with my elbows anchored on my knees. “Fine. I might be a secret investor in her startup. And I might have had one of her IT guys add my name to her database. But I didn’t know Cupid was going to pull my name up.”

No comment from Mom.

I clasp my hands together and look at her. “Well?”

“You have to make this right. If she’s the one, you have to fix it.”

Yeah. You heard that right. A couple nights ago, I told Mom Cassie is “the one.” See, I thought I was going to be home alone. I know, drinking alone is bad, but I hardly ever do it, and sometimes, rarely, when a guy is pining extra hard for his old girlfriend, he wants to sulk with some libations in peace and quiet.

The quiet didn’t last. My mom popped into my living room with a bucket of Kentucky Fried Chicken and hijacked my night. I was a couple of cocktails in when she arrived. I don’t remember much of our conversation. I just know the next day Mom was talking about how I’d said Cassie was “the one.”

I’m never drinking again.

“You couldn’t think of a better way to reconcile with Cassie?” Mom asks. “I don’t know, maybe call her up, say you’re sorry, and ask her to join you for coffee?”

My phone buzzes. I reach for it.

“In hindsight, yes,” I say as I swipe up.

Cassie sent me a text.

I look at the television. She’s still on set, looking at her phone, waiting for me to respond. Felicia looks giddy.

Hi, Luke. Our match came up on MatchAI. How do you feel about a blind date, maybe tonight?

The message glows on the large screen behind her. This conversation is live.

I wait a few moments to make it seem more legit. Then I type, Hi. Sure, a date tonight would be amazing.

I think about typing more, something like, “I’m glad Cupid matched us together,” but that feels too sappy. I keep my eyes glued to the TV as I hit send.

My message pops up on the screen behind her. Maybe I’m reading too much into her body language, but I think she’s relieved, which buoys my mood. Maybe this won’t be a disaster.

“This is going to be a disaster,” Mom says.

I roll my eyes to the ceiling.

The news fades to a commercial.

“I don’t know what goes through your head sometimes, son.”
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Cassie

As soon as the news segment ends, I say thank you to Felicia and the production staff and then zoom out of the studio with Sarah following closely behind.

“That was great, boss,” Sarah says as she struggles to keep up. “You were brilliant. And that Luke. Shew! He’s a hottie.”

“Looks aren’t everything,” I grumble. The unrelenting August heat intensifies my inner cauldron of anger.

“They’re a good start,” Sarah muses, “especially for picky people like me.”

Sarah has several stipulations when it comes to dating. He has to be clean. No weird moles. Definitely no skin tags. He can’t stink. (She puts musky cologne in the stink category.) And she won’t kiss a guy with coffee breath, even if he brushes his teeth five times before kissing her. She’s my most epic matchmaking challenge to date and you better bet, I’m going to find her someone.

After I clean up the mess that just landed on my lap. (I didn’t throw up on live TV, but I was close. Oh, so close.)

When we’re out of earshot of the WSAV staff, I turn around and claw my hands through my hair. “This is a disaster.”

Sarah’s expression flips from elated to concerned. “No, it’s not. You did amazing. You didn’t even seem nervous. The lighting made you look like a runway model.”

“My match, Luke Curtis, is the Luke.” I’ve mentioned Luke to Sarah before but never shared a picture.

Sarah’s chin mops the asphalt. “The Luke who cheated on you?” Anger creases her brow.

“Yes.”

“Oh my gosh, Cassie! What now?”

I cross my arms and shift my eyes to the clouds. My anger dissolves into disbelief. “How did he do it? How did that jerk pull this off?”

“You think he set you up?”

“I didn’t even know he was in Charleston. How did he just happen to pop up in my database? What are the odds of that?”

“One in one hundred?”

Sarah’s practicality during my crisis makes me want to explode into a multi-sentence word vomit, but I stop myself. She has a point. She’s technically correct. But how did Luke manage to become one of one hundred? That’s the question he’s going to have to answer after I punch him in the face on our “blind” date.

I did this to myself. I didn’t think through the launch strategy, its potential pitfalls, its unintended negative consequences. Granted, being matched with Luke Curtis on live television never would have come up in my brainstorming sessions. I thought he was still in L.A. What is he doing in Charleston and why is he cyberstalking me?

“Are you going on the date?” Sarah asks.

“Do I have a choice?”

Sarah chews on her lip while mulling over my question. “Your entire launch strategy revolves around you dating the first guy Cupid pulls up. If you back out, it makes it look like you don’t trust your app.”

I drop my arms to my sides and trudge to my car.

Everyone saw Cupid’s first choice, Luke Curtis. They saw him text me back. They know we connected. They know he accepted my offer.

I’m stuck.

“Yeah,” I say.

“Yeah, what?” Sarah says, with one hand on the passenger side door.

“If I don’t go on a date with Luke Curtis, my entire launch might fail. I have to go through with it.”

“It might not be that bad.”

“You haven’t seen me when I’m mad.”

“Yes, I have.”

“Not when I’m really mad.”

Sarah shudders. “As long as there’s no blood involved, I think you’ll be fine.” We both get in the car. “And if there is blood,” Sarah continues as she straps in, “make sure to clean it up before you go live on Instagram.”


Chapter 3


Luke

The waiting area in Wetlands Restaurant is packed. Couples with reservations approach the host stand and are immediately shuttled to tables, while the rest head to the leather benches, resigned to their hour-long wait.

In our text conversation, Cassie said to meet here for our six-thirty reservation. I offered to carpool, but she declined. I’m not surprised. I don’t expect this evening to go well.

I practiced my story on the drive here, how I had an IT guy at Cassie’s investment firm add me to her database, how I had no idea Cupid would choose me. I hoped Cupid would, of course. That was the whole point. It seemed like a good idea at the time.

The more I rehearsed my spiel, the stronger my pangs of guilt became, and as I walked down the steps to the basement restaurant, the pangs became full-blown knives driving into my gut.

I have to come clean as soon as Cassie walks through that door, apologize for acting like a borderline stalker, call off this date, and ask her out for coffee in a few weeks like I should have done from the start.

Moments later, Cassie walks through the door while talking into her camera. She heads to the host stand, and the host—a short blonde girl wearing a white cotton oxford and a skinny black tie—points at me. Rather than meeting my eyes, Cassie pans her camera over and offers me her hand. “Hi, I’m Cassie Sears. You must be Luke.”

We shake, and I’m hypersensitive to the feeling of her skin against mine. If she feels the same electricity, she shows no indication.

“I hope you don’t mind, Luke, but you’re live on Instagram.”

“Actually, I wanted to talk to you about something if you don’t mind. Can we turn the camera off?”

Her nostrils flare. Bad sign. “Cassie, I—”

Every muscle in her face hardens. “Play along,” she mouths.

Maybe now isn’t the best time to come clean. I slouch. “I’m Luke.”

“Like I told you on the phone, we’re livestreaming MatchAI’s first, official blind date.”

We never talked on the phone about our date. We barely texted, which surprised me. I fully expected her to lay into me with her thumbs.

She narrows her eyes behind the camera.

I clear my throat. “Absolutely. I can’t wait to get this date started. I’m honored that Cupid chose me for you.”

Cassie narrows her eyes further. Any more and she’ll be standing there with her eyes closed.

We head to the hostess who’s waiting with menus in hand. She motions for us to follow her. Cassie leads, and I tag along behind.

A line of stone arches divides the eating area. The arches support the low, open rafters and give the room a rustic, medieval feel. We head to a round table that’s tucked in the corner by two rough, masonry walls. A dimmed pendant light washes the space in a golden glow, and a candle flame creates undulating patterns on the white tablecloth.

We sit with our backs facing the walls. Cassie pulls a phone stand out of her purse and plops it onto the table. She squeezes her phone into it, and I get to stare at my face—at both our faces.

I squint at the screen. Two hundred people are watching, and the number continues to increment next to a spray of hearts and thumbs-up emojis. To say I feel “uptight” is an understatement. I monitor my expression to make sure my nervousness doesn’t translate to the camera.

Cassie scoots her chair closer to mine, and my skin feels like pop rocks going off in someone’s mouth. Tingly. Excitable. I don’t let it show on my face.

She leans toward her phone, and I catch a whiff of her hair—a flowery, sugary scent. “Hi, Loraine.” She waves. “Thanks for tuning in. Oh, PajamaGirl. True, he doesn’t look half bad. Don’t make him blush. Thanks for watching, Ahmet. All the way from Dubai? Oh, my goodness. We haven’t rolled out there, but you never know. Thank you for your interest.”

I’ve never livestreamed. I don’t even have an Instagram account. I’ve heard of people doing this, but I always thought it sounded weird. I was right. It is weird.

The waitress takes our drink orders. After she leaves, Cassie rests her forearms on the table and clasps her hands.

“All right. I guess we better get this date started.” She glances at me and then refocuses on her phone.“FurryFriend wants to know why such a ‘hot hot hottie’ (her words) needs dating help.” Cassie turns to me. “How about I rephrase that to: How did you find out about MatchAI, and why did you sign up?”

“I have an investor friend at Excel, the company funding Cassie’s startup. He knows I’m single and new to the area, so he thought I’d be the perfect candidate to beta test MatchAI.” It’s mostly true.

Cassie looks at me pleasantly. I didn’t realize she was such a good actress. “Did your investor friend tell you about me and my launch plans?”

“Oh. Yes. I mean, no. He didn’t tell me about you specifically. He just said there was a chance I could be involved in the launch. A very slight chance. But look at me now. Who’s the lucky one?”

Cassie’s expression wavers, but she quickly regains her composure and hones back in on her phone.

“Okay, next question. AmberD_runnergirl wants to know if Luke feels awkward livestreaming his blind date?”

I drum my fingers on the table. “Um. A little.” I look at Cassie. “How long are we livestreaming?” I need to get to the part where I fix the mess I created.

Her expression hardens. “Until we learn more about what makes us compatible. In your profile, you said you enjoy studying Charleston’s history. How interesting. I enjoy that too. How long have you lived in Charleston, and when did you develop an interest in the town’s history?”

I angle my body toward Cassie and look directly into her eyes. “I bought a home in the historic district and moved in two months ago. I think it might be haunted. You should come ghost hunting sometime.”

“And your interest in Charleston history. When did that start?”

“Actually, I lived here for two years in my twenties, and I became really interested in the people.”

Cassie furrows her brow.

“One person in particular. She loved the town, and I loved her, so I guess her passion wore off on me.”

I watch Cassie’s chest rise as she sucks in a breath. The gold cross pendant on her chest reflects candlelight. She doesn’t look happy.

“I noticed you like Taylor Swift, Ed Sheeran, Maggie Rogers. I listed them as my musical interests too. What a coincidence. Your favorite ice cream flavor is birthday cake, just like mine. Interesting. You also have an associate degree from Trident Tech. Did you earn that while you were here in your twenties ‘falling in love’ with the city and the people in it?”

I never said I went to Trident Tech. I gave my true stats to Drew, Cassie’s IT guy. I told him I went to DePaul in Chicago. Unless Drew mucked with my profile. Surely not.

“Yes, actually, I did go to Trident Tech,” I say. “I didn’t realize you went there too. I’m sorry, I didn’t study your profile that closely.”

Perspiration bubbles on Cassie’s lip and her respiration rate has increased. “It’s almost like you copied my profile,” she adds with a fake laugh. It’s real enough to convince her audience. “But I know you wouldn’t do that.”

I shake my head. I’m not sure what else to do. I don’t want the Instagram audience to question the stability of Cassie’s app. “Of course not. I guess we’re just compatible. Cupid says so.”

While the waitress is taking our order, I steal glances at Cassie. I catch her inhaling deeply, trying to calm herself.

While we’re waiting for our order to arrive, Cassie continues to field the audience’s questions—the audience that’s grown to over five hundred. She mostly chooses questions about MatchAI: what’s the monthly subscription cost, how soon is it going to go national, are background checks required. She pauses to emphasize that yes, for the safety of her subscribers, she requires background checks.

Our meal comes and she talks about Cupid between bites, how she discovered the AI technology and acquired the contract. I enjoy my shrimp and grits with aged cheeses while Cassie barely acknowledges my existence.

This is all for the audience. An act. But it’s important to Cassie, so it’s important to me. I play along until we finish our meals, head out of the restaurant and onto the street where shoppers and sightseers mill about the palm tree-lined avenue beneath old-fashioned streetlamps.

We say our goodbyes to the Instagram audience and Cassie ends the stream.

“This is my launch, Luke,” she says, immediately laying into me. “I don’t know what you’re doing or who you think you are, but you are not going to ruin this for me.”

I level my hands between us in a defensive stance. “Listen, Cassie. I’m really sorry. I—”

“Sorry,” Cassie hisses. “You think you can just say sorry.”

“I know I hurt you. I wanted a chance to apologize for being a jerk, and—”

“You copied my profile so Cupid would match us up, didn’t you?”

“No, I didn’t.” Did I? Did Drew? I slouch. “I may have done something.”

“What does that mean? You ‘may’ have done something?”

“I may have had one of your IT guys add me to your database. I don’t know what he did exactly. Maybe he fudged my profile. Seems like it. Although for the amount of money I’m paying him, I expected him to do what I asked.”

Cassie’s hands fly to her forehead and she sucks in enough air to fill up a balloon. “Who?” she says in an exasperated huff. “Who did you pay?!”

“I didn’t think Cupid would choose me. I mean, I hoped. It was a longshot.”

“Who. Did. You. Pay?”

“If you’re going to be mad at someone, be mad at me.”

“Who was it?” Cassie barks.

“Drew.”

“Drew!”

“Don’t fire him. Fire me.”

“You’re not on my staff!”

An older couple wearing Hawaiian shirts and Bermuda shorts glances at us warily. The woman raises an eyebrow before scuttling by.

“Cassie, people are staring.”

“I don’t care.”

“You’re a local celebrity now. Five hundred people were watching your livestream. You don’t want anyone to post angry pictures of you.”

Cassie leans in and jabs her finger into my chest. “Know this, Luke Curtis. I’m over you. I was over you in five minutes. Now, get your sneaky self out of my sight and out of my life.”

She means it. She more than means it.

I fall back a step. “I know I acted like a jerk back then. I am a jerk. Wait.” I touch the pads of my fingers to my temples. “I’m not a jerk anymore. I’ve changed.”

“You’re still a liar. You’ve proven that.”

The truth punches me in the gut, deepening my slouch. “Yeah. Right. I’ll leave.” I turn on my heel and point my face toward the ocean even though I’m parked in the opposite direction.

“Wait.”

I look over my shoulder.

“You’re not ruining my launch,” she says, ushering me back. “I need to take some selfies and a Reel for Instagram. And then I need you to be at I107 at four o’clock on Monday to tell Chris Sands how wonderful our date was.”

“Okay,” I say tentatively as I return to her side.

She slides next to me. We smile into the camera through several clicks, and then we record a Reel, still smiling, before she drops her phone into her purse.

“We’re done,” she announces brusquely and then walks away.


Chapter 4


Cassie

My family has gone to Charleston Christian Apostles for forty-seven years, beginning with my Grandpa Allen in 1975. I remember causing mischief in the musty, vinyl-tiled basement when I was a kid, pestering the preschoolers after Sunday School, or getting into people’s way as they transferred casseroles to the serving table before the eleven o’clock service let out.

The late-1800s commercial building needed attention then and could use some now, but the elders have a habit of donating the maintenance fund to Samaritan’s Purse, or to the City Mission—with the congregation’s approval. The outdated windows are drafty on cold days, and on hot days—like today—humidity seeps past the aging sills and fills the sanctuary with muggy warmth despite the groaning air conditioning.

Although it isn’t fancy, the sanctuary has a welcoming charm. The thirty-five-year-old red carpet is unraveling along the aisles, held in place here and there by tape so people like Granny and Nana don’t trip. Pews line the room, angling toward the center aisle to accommodate the rounded altar.

The “Sears pew” is on the left side of the room, seven rows back. We drop our purses here at quarter ‘til eleven and slide into our seats a few minutes before the choir starts, after Nana and her euchre friends have caught up for the week and my mom has rounded the room at least twice saying her hellos. I usually hang back with Granny and hold her up while young and old alike approach her for hugs. Being ninety-seven years old garners much attention, as it should.

We settled into our pew thirty-five minutes ago. Fifteen minutes ago, Pastor Ellis began his sermon. The choir sits quietly behind him in the alcove. They’re sweating. Granny’s sweating. Everyone is sweating.

It’s a small price to pay to help feed orphans and widows, people who are suffering much more than we are. Although, I have a secret goal, desire, dream—whatever you want to call it—to anonymously donate to the church for a sanctuary remodel and AC upgrade. If, or should I say when MatchAI takes off, it will be my second act of corporate altruism.

Remodeling Nana’s house will be my first.

Ironically, Pastor Ellis is preaching on forgiveness. Or maybe not so ironically. When I’m wrestling with a moral dilemma, Pastor Ellis invariably preaches about it, or we talk about it in our women’s Bible study, or I hear a song on the radio that convicts me.

Am I trying to wriggle my way out of forgiving Luke? Yes. I am. He wronged me, not the other way around. First by cheating on me, and now with his weird attempt to hijack my launch. To say I was furious Friday night would be an understatement.

I’ve had time to think about it, time to settle, and I’m still furious.

Also, I’m not sure time heals all wounds because I’m still mad at him for cheating on me. I like to pretend that I’m over it, but the hurt remains. I thought he was “the one.”

We met while I was waitressing at the Mudroom to pay my way through Trident Tech’s Small Business Administration and Management program. I could only afford a class or two a semester on top of rent and living expenses. (I wasn’t going to mooch off my mom. She’d already worked too hard to provide for me.) Luke came in that Friday afternoon with a buddy.

His good looks stood out in the modestly decorated room: his tall, muscled build, evidenced by the ropy veins on his exposed forearms; his longish face, topped by generous waves; his manicured beard that shadowed his strong jaw.

He gave me a fifty dollar tip for a twenty dollar meal. I grabbed the receipt and marched over to the lobby, where he stood waiting for his friend.

“You tipped too much.” I held out the receipt.

The door whooshed open and sent the receipt flapping in the rush of air. A young mom with a baby came through, her husband following closely behind. They were impeccably dressed, the mom in a black dress, and the baby in a three-piece suit. Coming or going from a funeral, I guessed.

“Take it,” Luke said. “I had a good quarter, and you did a great job.” He stuffed his hands further into his pockets and leaned against the wood paneling.

“Writing down orders and carrying plates doesn’t warrant a fifty-dollar tip.” I presented the receipt to him again. He didn’t take it.

His buddy walked up and the two moved to leave.

“Maybe I could take you out on a date instead,” he said, smiling.

I glanced over my shoulder at the drinks I’d set down. The elderly women at table twenty-one were waiting. I didn’t want to ruin my reasonable tip from them by standing there yapping my jaws at a handsome stranger. Part of me enjoyed the tingling I felt every time our eyes locked, but I had waitressing duties to attend to.

“Fix it,” I said fluttering the receipt in the space between us.

He pinched a corner of his mouth and flashed his palm at me. “Do you have a pen?”

I grabbed one from my apron and handed it over. He turned to the wall, scratched out his tip, entered a new one, and did the math.

“There. Eighteen percent,” he said when he handed it back to me. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Cassie. I may be back. Fair warning.”

Luke gave me a final smile and a nod before turning to leave.

“Wait,” I said.

He paused and looked at me expectantly.

“I’m free tonight.”

And that’s how our two-year romance started, innocuously with no indication of the flaming ball of cow dung it would become the moment I saw the text from the other woman. Not a moment I care to rehash.

Since so much time has passed, I might be able to forgive his cheating. He did apologize for it at Wetlands on Friday, and he seemed sincere. Seemed. I spent two years thinking he actually loved me, so I might be easily fooled. Nevertheless, I’ll consider allowing the hurt to flow under the bridge, bitter water slowly dissipating into fresh water on its way out to the sea.

This latest affront, though? I’m not ready to forgive him for it. He tried to wreck my launch. He wasn’t “the one.” Never was. Never will be.

As Pastor Ellis wraps up his sermon, I realize I missed the entire second half. He heads into the Invitation. We’ll be out of this stuffy sanctuary soon.

The choir sings Come Thou Fount of Every Blessing. No one approaches the altar today, so Pastor Ellis joins us to enjoy the choir’s last song, Blessed Assurance. The congregation joins in, many in full voice.

I take after my dad. He couldn’t carry a tune. Neither can I, so I keep my mouth shut and smile. No one objects. They’ve heard me sing.

After a final prayer, Ellis sends us off to be light and salt to the world during the upcoming week. I help Granny out of the pew, and then I spot my ex-husband, Michael, by the exit. He smiles at me and waves.

He’s been doing this lately, hovering and then pouncing. I can’t detour to a different exit while I’m helping Granny walk. She has limited energy.

“Can you help Granny?” I ask my mom. “Michael is hovering again.”

“Why can’t he go to a different church?” Mom says.

“His family has gone here for generations. Same as ours.”

“Leaving would be the gentlemanly thing to do.”

“He offered, but I told him he could stay.”

“Give me Granny,” Mom says when we reach the aisle.

I make sure Mom has a good hold under Granny’s arm before I let go, and then I step aside to let them cross in front of me.

“I’ll see you at home,” I say to Nana as she passes.

“Don’t be long. The beans need snapped.”

I rest my hand on Nana’s shoulder. “I’ll hurry. If you distract Michael, I can run out and be there in five minutes.”

Nana waves a hand in the air. “You and Michael need to work out you and Michael.”

“I did work it out. I thought. I divorced him. Anyway, be careful. I’ll see you in a few.”

The sanctuary is mostly empty by the time I reach him.

“Oh, hey, Cassie,” he says like he just happened to run into me. “Great service today, huh?”

When Michael and I were married, there was no spark between us, so we stopped being intimate. Eventually, we saw Ray, the Christian counselor at the church, told him we were thinking about having kids, but we had this problem...

I expected Ray to tell us to stick it out, pray together, ask for God’s intervention. He did tell us to pray, but he told us to not to sugarcoat things because now was the time to call it off, not when we’d added children to the mix.

After several more months of counseling, a lot of praying, several late-night discussions, we decided to call it quits. We were better being friends. It was an amicable split. He got the Grand Cherokee. I got our cat, Pudge.

We both got the church. Hence my current predicament.

“It was a good service,” I say to Michael. “Pastor Ellis gave me a lot to think about.”

Michael wipes his mouth and then looks down at his feet. “Yeah. That. Thinking of. I mean, speaking of.” He looks up at me and starts rocking on the balls of his feet. “I’ve been doing a lot of that. Thinking, I mean. Hey. Would you like to go to lunch? I’d like to talk to you about something.”

“I’m sorry. I told Nana I’d help her fix dinner.”

“Is there some other time?”

“Oh.” I shift my purse to my right shoulder. “I’m really busy with MatchAI. It’s going great by the way. You should sign up. I’ll give you a coupon for a free month.”

“Okay. Then, let’s do this now.”

“Do what?”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“You’ve always been good at that,” I say. “Thinking. It’s one of your specialties.”

“I think we made a mistake.”

“I’m not giving up Pudge. You said I could have her.”

“No, not that. I mean, I think we made a mistake splitting up.”

I feel dread rise to my chest, the same dread I used to feel when Michael took off his boxers and climbed into bed. How horrible to admit, but it’s true.

“Okay.” I clasp my hands and raise them to my chin. “I was afraid you might say that. We did the right thing, Michael. I’m moving on and you need to too.”

“How are you moving on? I mean, with who?”

“Well...” I scratch above my ear. “I just had a date Friday. It went great. I think. We livestreamed it. You can watch. It’s still posted on my Instagram account.”

Michael’s shoulders slump. He stuffs his hands into the pockets of his dress pants. “You livestreamed your date?”

“It was a date slash promotion. Nothing serious.”

“With who?”

“You wouldn’t know him.” I realize my lie won’t hold water if Michael watches the livestream. He knows all about Luke, the good, the bad, and the really ugly. “I lied. You would know him. It was Luke. Luke Curtis.”

“That jerk? You’re going out with that jerk?”

“‘Going out’ implies a repeated pattern of activity, so no, it was just one date. One little livestreamed date on Instagram.”

Michael removes his hands from his pockets and steps toward me. “I would never do what he did to you, Cassie. I would never cheat on you.” He puts his hand on my forearm.

I brush it away. No touchy-touchy with the ex. That rule is carved in granite.

“I know you wouldn’t. But our divorce—it wasn’t about that. You’re a nice guy. You’ve always been a nice guy. We just didn’t have a spark.”

“You and Luke have a spark?”

“It was just one date. Nothing serious. You should really subscribe to MatchAI. Cupid will hook you up with a nice girl.” I retreat through the doorway as I’m talking. “Cancel anytime. No cancellation fee.”

Michael lifts a hand toward me. “Cassie—”

“All right, nice talking to you. I need to go snap Nana’s beans.” I let the door fall closed, leaving him alone in the sanctuary.

That dejected look on his face. My heart aches. Not because I miss him, but because he misses me. I thought it was a clean break.

It was supposed to be a clean break.

I bust through the doors of the church and suck in the Charleston air.

Where was MatchAI when I needed it?


Chapter 5


Luke

I don’t know much about weeds. I’ve never had a proper lawn, never had to prune out the bad to make more room for the good.

I grew up in Chicago in a million-dollar brownstone. It sat shoulder to shoulder with a row of three-story, six-bedroom, four-bath behemoths, each on less than a tenth of an acre. My mom, for all her complaining about Dad’s fancy lawyer job, hired someone to tend to the meager backyard.

Joe Russo came every Saturday morning in the summer and mowed the little square of grass. If he ever pulled weeds from the flower beds, I never saw him do it. Not that I paid much attention. I did occasionally see him walking around with a plastic container on his hip that connected to a small hose that connected to a long metal tube. He sprayed a chemical that smelled like wet paper. Weedkiller. Our tiny backyard was always impeccable, no thanks to Mom or Dad.

In L.A., I opted for apartment living. I didn’t want the hassle of plumbing repairs, appliance maintenance, or lawn upkeep. My business was my life, and I didn’t want a house to distract me from it.

When I was looking for a house in Charleston, I knew I wanted a decent backyard, a place I could stretch my legs, spread out, dabble in plants and dirt. I scored this 1800s home with a little luck and an offer well above asking price. The moment I saw it, I knew it was the one.

I know as much about flowering plants as I do weeds, but my real estate agent mentioned antique camellias, native azaleas, hydrangeas, viburnum—all residents of my new yard. I’m intent on learning about the different species and studying their care, so they continue to flourish under my watchful eye.

Since much of my acre is grass, I’ll also have to figure out lawncare. I know based on general observation that dandelions, clover, crabgrass, and the like can quickly take over if no evasive measures are taken. I’ve resigned myself to calling in a professional for regular weed and feeds, but there’s one square of yard I plan on weeding myself. Starting today.

I pause beside the twelve-by-twelve square of raised garden beds, six beds total, and pull on a pair of suede gardening gloves that I bought at a little mom-and-pop hardware store. I bought suede because there are some thistles and thorns among the more benign weeds.

While the rest of my yard came well-manicured, this little garden is the opposite. It seems the previous owners had good intentions to grow fresh vegetables and herbs but lacked the follow-through. I could pull the beds out and throw down grass seed, but I’d rather try my hand at growing something wholesome and tasty, maybe tomatoes, basil, garlic, onions—all the makings of a killer pot of spaghetti sauce.

I bought a weeding tool at the mom-and-pop too. It didn’t come with an instruction manual, but I get the gist. Poke the tool near the root and pop out the weed. Easy enough.

I shut my eyes and imagine a simmering pot of spaghetti sauce, garden fresh. Cassie and me in the kitchen together. I’m stirring while she stands next to me in her bathrobe. She holds her hair back as she leans over and sucks in a lungful of aromatic steam.

“I never knew you could cook,” she says.

“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.”

Something like that. I’m not James Bond or a double agent with a dark history or anything. But Cassie and I have been apart for a long time. We have a lot of catching up to do.

All is not lost. Our dinner date didn’t end well, but I have another trick up my sleeve. One last attempt to reconnect with Cassie. If it doesn’t work, I’ll accept reality—that there’s no winning her back—and move on.

I eye the bed closest to me, settling on an overgrown dandelion plant the size of a dinner plate. A sphere of cottony seeds flutters in the morning breeze. I know about those seeds. One puff and you spread them far and wide, hundreds of potential weeds dancing in the wind waiting to be fertilized. The dandelion might be a handsome flower if it weren’t for its bad habit of procreating beyond any reasonable sense.

“Not in my yard, you don’t,” I say to the dandelion like it can hear me. Verdict is still out on whether plants are intelligent. They can divide and conquer. That’s got to count for something.

I plunge my weeding tool into the dirt next to the plant’s base. The soil is soft, thankfully, allowing me to poke around until I hit resistance. I think it’s the root, so I jab a little further and apply some muscle. With a pop, the root lets loose and the soil around the dandelion mounds. I grab the flowering stem, careful not to disturb the seeds, and expose the root.

Yep. Easy enough.

I hunch over another dandelion and do the same.

The first time I cheated on a girl I was fourteen, a wanderer in the hallways of Hamilton Junior and Senior High. My voice had just dropped, and I had no real sense of myself. For some reason, the girls kept chasing me even though I barely showered.

I agreed to be Darcy Cawthrowe’s boyfriend. One of her cute friends came up to me at lunch and asked me if I would. My friends all had girlfriends, so I assumed it was the thing to do.

Darcy and I danced to every slow song at the Valentine’s dance, but she never talked, and I had no idea what to say. As we were dancing, I noticed Tiana. She noticed me back, and we kept stealing glances over the top of Darcy’s head.

A guy with any sense would have broken up with Darcy before making out with Tiana behind the bleachers, but that wasn’t me. I didn’t have sense. I knew you shouldn’t kiss another girl while you were some other girl’s boyfriend, but it didn’t fully compute until Darcy called me (we’d never talked on the phone before this) and laid into me. It was the most I’d heard her speak.

In high school, I made the same mistake again. Twice. The first time resulted in a slap across my face in the middle of a full cafeteria—henceforth known as the LukeRy melee (a bit of an overstatement if you ask me)—and the second time resulted in my phone hitting pavement before being crushed by a tire. I had a fun time explaining that to my mom.

By then I knew when you cheat on a girl, she gets angry. Really angry.

This was no deterrent. I simply learned to be more discreet. In college, I cheated on two more girls without getting caught. To this day, I don’t think any of them know. I’m not in a twelve-step program, but if I was, I’d owe at least four people an apology. More than that. A lot more.

The garden is in shadow but sweat still drips from my brow. I wipe it with my forearm and then dislodge another dandelion. There’s a pile of them behind me, but I’ve barely made a dent. I’ve focused my effort along the borders. If I want to move further in, I need to remove the sticker bushes first, so I can continue weeding without getting stabbed by thorns.

The first prickly weed lets go with a satisfying snap. Unlike the dandelions, which came up roots and all, this one left much of its carrot-sized root in the ground. I poke at the dirt to reveal more of the root, thinking I can grab it and strongarm it out, but instead I just break off another piece.

This weed isn’t playing games. It has a ginormous tap root or it’s a mere sprout off a large, buried tuber. Either way, fully uprooting it will take more digging than I’m willing to do today. So, I move on to the next spikey abomination and stab at the soil.

After college, I gave up on traditional relationships. I’d hang out with the girl for a month, maybe longer, and then I’d ghost them. Then I met Cassie. She was my waitress at the Mudroom, and I was immediately taken by her cute nose, her grin while she was taking my order, her curly brown hair, flawless skin, and the pink flush in her cheeks.

We went to The Oak Steakhouse on Broad Street for our first date. She ordered the most expensive item on the menu, the crispy fried lobster tail in addition to her cheese plate appetizer. I knew something was up when she ordered an eighteen-dollar drink and didn’t take a single sip. She did go through the San Pellegrino though, three bottles of it. I thought she was gonna start squirting water from her nose and ears.

“You’re messing with me, aren’t you?” I said when she had barely touched her lobster.

“Me? How so?” There was cunningness beneath her innocent expression.

“You keep ordering the most expensive things on the menu.”

She looked at me, her dark eyes penetrating. “I’m just a poor waitress trying to make the most of the moment.”

“You’re still offended by my tip?”

Cassie speared a portion of lobster, twirling her fork before wrapping her lips around it. “If I was offended, would I be sitting here?” she said, after tapping her napkin to her lips.

“To milk me out of fifty more bucks, maybe,” I said with a wink.

From there our conversation returned to my promotions business, specifically the local concert I was working on featuring a host of local artists. She stopped short of saying she would go, but she didn’t say no.

Our conversation was pleasant, a rarity for me on dates. She had a dream, a plan, and a vision to achieve it, and as she conveyed them to me, I held onto her sentences like a fish on the line. I wanted to tap dance under the table.

The way she rested her elbows and played with the cross necklace against her chest captivated me. Was that cross just decoration, or did it mean something to her? It was too soon to ask.

As I was signing the check, Cassie asked me how much I planned to tip.

“Eighteen percent,” I said.

“That’s all? She took our order, refilled our drinks, brought our plates and everything.”

When we left, the carriage was waiting for us on Broad Street.

“Seriously?” Cassie said with both eyebrows raised. “If you think I’m sleeping with you tonight, you’re crazy.”

I looked down at the sidewalk. “Of course not.” I couldn’t meet her eyes. “We can cancel this.”

But she’d already climbed aboard. “I may have to stop to use the little girls’ room. I drank a lot of water.” She reached for my hand.

I laughed and pulled my shoulders back. “I’m San Pellegrino-poor thanks to you,” I said, and then grabbed her hand and climbed into the carriage.

We enjoyed the ride shoulder to shoulder, keeping our hands to ourselves the entire way.

Things were great for two years. We took it slow. I went to church with her, helped Granny into the pew, went to Nana’s house for dinner afterward—probably how Cassie is spending today. And then I ruined everything.

“Ow!”

I pull my hand from the thistle I just clutched while trying to wrench it from the ground. Somehow, a thorn penetrated my glove and poked my thumb.

I examine my glove, and sure enough, a thorn managed to thread through the seam. I fan my fingers and regard the gloves, palms-side up.

These things aren’t foolproof.

A bit of sweat trickles down my forehead again. I pull up my T-shirt to wipe my face. I’ve had enough of this heat.

Piles of weeds sit next to the garden beds—one pile of dandelions, another pile of thorns. The plants are already starting to wilt. I’m not sure what to do with them. I’ll figure it out later.

That’s enough weeding for one day.


Chapter 6


Cassie

I drive past Nana’s house—a two-story with a prominent porch and a peaked roof that creates an ample attic. The gray wood siding is still serviceable, but the paint has seen better days, much of it flaking and peeling, begging for attention, a stark contrast to the freshly painted homes to the right and left. Her roof needs replacing, the garage is full of termite damage, and the porch spindles are rotting and falling away one by one.

Nevertheless, the usual warm and cozy feelings come over me as I pull into a parallel spot a few houses down and cut my engine, happy to embark on our Sunday tradition of good food and family bonding.

When I enter, the house already smells like roasted ham. Nana usually slow cooks the meat on Sunday morning while we’re at church and then we help with side dishes and dessert afterward. I don’t know what’s on the menu today except for the green beans she wants me to snap.

An original wood staircase adds grandness to the ample entryway. Nana hasn’t touched the hardwoods or the trim except to sand everything down in the early 2000s. She applied fresh stain, keeping true to the dark trim and lighter, orange-toned floors.

A wide entryway to the left leads to the living area and the dining area beyond. The kitchen sits at the back of the house next to the dining room, closed off from guests according to turn-of-the-century architectural design. Back then, no one wanted to see the mess in the kitchen.

When I remodel the house for Nana, I want to open up the kitchen and add an island so she and Mom can talk to us while they’re busy whipping up family favorites.

Granny sits in her favorite orange recliner with an afghan on her lap—one she crocheted years ago before her hands became stiff and gnarled from arthritis. A beanie hat covers her thin hair, a means to keep her warm, which is a constant struggle since Nana is hot-natured and likes to keep the AC cranked.

Thankfully Grandpa had the foresight to install central air before he died. It’s still groaning along but on its last leg. Something else I’ll need to replace.

“What are you watching?” I ask Granny when I enter the living room.

“Huh?”

“What are you watching?” I say a little louder.

“The Falcons and the Saints,” she says in her creaky voice.

“Whoah, we’re starting off the season with a bang.”

“The new quarterback throws like a duck with a limp.”

“That can’t be good.”

“Just ‘cause he’s the first draft pick doesn’t mean he’s any good.”

“It usually means something.”

Granny waves a hand at me and then wiggles her dentures before setting her jaw.

“Where’s Madison?” I ask. “I didn’t see her car.”

“She had to go pick your Aunt Suzanne up from work.”

“Okay. Well. Nana needs me in the kitchen. I’ll be back to visit in a bit.”

“I’m used to being alone in this icebox,” Granny grumbles.

Granny’s never alone. Nana’s here whenever Mom leaves and vice versa. Granny doesn’t need much help, just needs watching since she sometimes gets an urge to climb the stairs or wash her own clothes in the basement. She can’t be trusted with the gas stove, either. She forgets to turn off the burners and nearly blew up the kitchen a few years ago.

Granny has the downstairs bedroom, so she doesn’t have to climb stairs, and Mom and Nana sleep upstairs. They survive on Granny and Nana’s Social Security, along with Mom’s income from the bank.

It was the same when I was growing up, with Nana already retired and Mom working two jobs to make ends meet while paying off Dad’s hospital bills. Feeding and clothing us were all she could manage. We never went on vacations, barely left the city.

“I’ll bring you a roll,” I say over my shoulder as I head to the kitchen.

“Butter and honey,” Granny croaks.

On my way to the kitchen, I pause at the credenza and fuss with the fresh flower arrangement. Nana always splurges on a bouquet on Sundays to decorate our small memorial. Photos of the deceased Sears family patriarchs—my Great Grandfather Charles, my Grandpa Allen, and my dad, William—surround the vase.

Nana keeps our family history alive, bragging about how Great Grandpa Charles opened a chain of Charleston grocery stores. Grandpa Allen inherited the stores, but as the big box grocery stores took over market share, he had to close them one by one, until all that remained was Fresh and Save on King Street.

Nana managed the store after Grandpa died until it was no longer profitable. They hadn’t been able to save for retirement, so she took cashier jobs here and there to supplement Social Security until her feet wouldn’t allow her to stand for more than an hour.

I pick up my dad’s picture and brush away the thin layer of dust on top. He died when I was still in grade school. He was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer in May and passed in August. While mourning my dad, I worried about how Mom would pay the bills without Dad’s income, if we’d lose our house, whether I’d have presents at Christmas.

Mom couldn’t manage the bills, so Nana invited us to move in, which was a blessing amidst tragedy, even though my teenage self didn’t see it that way when I had two Sears women harping at me about spending too much time in my room texting my friends.

Dad had decided to shun the family business and become an electrician. He worked long hours but still managed to attend church, to call me his little princess when I danced for him in my Sunday dress, to take us to the beach and teach me to swim among the waves. Or at least float a little. While wearing floaties.

What if he’d been around to support the family, to call me beautiful before prom, to cheer me on while starting my new businesses? I sigh, set down the photo, and shove away the longing ache in my chest that revisits whenever I think about what might have been.

“Hey,” I say when I enter the yellow kitchen.

“She made it,” Nana says.

“I escaped.”

The kitchen isn’t up to Instagram standards. There is no island, no peninsula, no quartz countertops, or fancy backsplash. Instead, two walls of 1950s-style cabinets offer inadequate storage—only one wall boasting uppers. Nana’s stove lacks a task light, but that doesn’t stop her from cooking hearty meals. A round table occupies the opposite corner of the room. It’s covered with small Amazon boxes, random paperwork, and junk mail.

Mom’s standing at the tiled counter peeling potatoes. Her gauchos may be a little out of style, but she still rocks them with a pair of sandals and a flowy blouse. She could land a man in seconds if she wanted one, but she hasn’t dated since Dad died. The wedding ring on her left hand is a natural male-deterrent.

She looks over her shoulder at me. “What did Michael want?”

“He wants to get back together.”

“What’s going on in his head?” Mom says, not missing a slice.

“I didn’t stay to find out. He just said he thinks we made a mistake. I told him we didn’t, and then I backed out of the sanctuary and left him standing there all alone.”

Mom stops mid-slice and raises an eyebrow at me.

“He really needs to find a new church,” Nana says as she fans her neck with a paper plate.

She’s wound her hair up in a bun and stripped down to a tank top. Pots of boiling water surround her in a billowy cloud of steam, one pot for Mom’s potatoes, and the other for the beans. I guess that means I need to get to it.

I head over to the refrigerator and shove a bottle of mayonnaise aside to grab the bulging bag of green beans. It’s more than we need, but Nana likes to have leftovers.

“Outa the way, Mom,” I say, and Mom complies.

I grab a colander from the lower cabinets and a small bowl from the uppers, and then Mom slides back to her cutting board.

“I’m going to keep Granny company while I work on these,” I say as I plop the bag of green beans into the colander.

On my way out of the kitchen, I notice a letter with a familiar logo. I set down my bowl and grab it.

Nana notices and swipes at me. “Gimme that.”

The letter is from Herbst Development company. They want to give her four hundred thousand for the house. My jaw drops.

“They’re still bugging you, Nana?” I ask.

“I get something in the mail almost every day from some company or person wanting this house.”

“They’ve raised their offer.”

Nana plants her hands on her hips. “I’m staying with my peeling gray paint and my rotten porch. I don’t care if this house hurts property values.”

I set the letter back on the stack. Mom peers at me from behind Nana and shrugs.

“Maybe in ten years, I’ll buy this place,” I say. “In the meantime, I’m going to help you remodel so the roof doesn’t fall in on you.”

“With what money?”

“The money I make when MatchAI takes off. And I’m still making money from Old Towne Ghost Tours on the side. That equity is just tied up at the moment.”

“Pshh.”

“We’ve talked about this.”

“I don’t need your money.”

“Nana.”

“You haven’t made the money yet, so it’s moot.”

“What’s moot?” Madison says. She bustles into the kitchen carrying a pie. Her mom, my Aunt Suzanne, follows her.

“Your cousin’s pipe dream of remodeling my house,” Nana says, and then she points at me. “Get to work on those beans. I’m about to throw in the potatoes.” She pours a significant amount of salt into one of the pots.

“Here,” Madison says. She sets her pie on the table, grabs the beans from my hands, and drops into one of the fifties-style chrome chairs. “I’ll help.”

“I was going to keep Granny company,” I say.

“I’m hungry,” Madison says.

“Wash your hands first!” Nana says. “Those acrylic nails are like petri dishes.”

“Fine, Nana,” Madison says. She heads over to the sink and washes her hands, trailing up her forearms and scrubbing under her nails like she’s about to go into surgery. “Good enough?” She displays her arms to Nana.

“It’d be better without the nails,” Nana mumbles.

Madison rolls her eyes and then tosses me the towel. “Your turn.”

I wash my hands, pull up a chair by Madison, and grab a handful of beans, quickly snapping off the stems but leaving the opposite ends intact.

Aunt Suzanne pulls up a third chair and snatches a handful of beans. She’s still in her scrubs. The weary set of her eyes tells me she had another long shift. If the hospital keeps running her ragged, they’re going to lose a good nurse.

“Don’t underestimate Cassie,” Madison says continuing the remodeling discussion. “She lit up the greater Charleston broadcast area Friday morning. Did you watch it?”

Nana dumps Mom’s diced potatoes into boiling water. “I saw Luke Curtis’s handsome photo and you sitting there like you’d never met him before.”

My face warms.

“Did you two plan it?” Madison asks.

“Why would I plan anything with Luke?” I pick up my pace, finding relief from each snap.

“So, his profile just happened to come up? You had no idea?”

“None whatsoever.”

Madison raises an eyebrow at me, joined by her upper lip—an incredulous expression. “He just happened to be in your database, and his profile just happened to come up while you were on live television pitching your application.”

“That man always was an opportunist,” Aunt Suzanne says.

I grit my teeth and take a deep breath. “It was just a coincidence. Weird, huh? He said one of his investor friends at Excel invited him to beta test the app.”

Mom turns around and leans against the counter, wiping her hands on a towel before crossing her arms. “You two always did have a lot in common. Maybe Cupid is on to something.”

“Cupid definitely isn’t on to something,” I reply.

“You don’t think?” Mom says. “I thought you programmed her to churn out soulmates.”

“Well—”

“I still find it odd that his profile just happened to come up,” Madison says, cutting me off. She throws a handful of beans into the colander.

“It wasn’t my favorite moment,” I say.

Madison shrugs. “You played it off well.”

“How did your date go?” Mom asks.

As far as I know, no one in the room has an Instagram account, so they were spared that trainwreck. Madison’s weird about sharing her personal life on the internet. Mom, Nana, and Aunt Suzanne just post Wordle scores on Facebook.

Nana walks over, grabs the colander, and starts rinsing the beans. “You and Luke went on a date?”

“I thought you said you watched the entire news segment,” Aunt Suzanne says.

“Granny needed help in the bathroom. I may have missed a minute or two.”

Madison catches Nana up. “She and Luke went on a date on Friday and livestreamed it. They’re going to be on I107 on Monday to tell us whether they hit it off or not.”

Nana props her lower back with her hand and looks at me like I just grew horns. “You livestreamed your date?”

“Not all of it,” I say.

“So, you went on a date, live, with the guy who cheated on you, but you were pretending you didn’t know him. And this all happened on Instagram?”

“Yep.” I snap my last green bean and drop it onto my pile.

Nana relaxes her stance and pivots to the stove to drop a handful of green beans into boiling water. “I gotta get me an Instagram account.”

“It’s a publicity stunt,” I say. “That’s all. A publicity stunt that took an unexpected turn.”

“When the stunt’s over, stay ten miles from Luke,” Nana says with her back to me. “Once a cheater, always a cheater.”

“How many subscribers have you gotten?” Madison asks.

I shrug. “A few...”

“Hundred?” Madison finishes.

“Less.”

“Dozen?”

“I haven’t checked my numbers today, so it might be more.”

I’m trying not to stress about the numbers. These things take time. My launch was only two days ago.

Who am I kidding? I have twenty-five new subscribers. The number guts me every time I check, which is why I decided not to look today.

“These things take time,” I say to break the silence that fell over the room.

“Sure, honey,” Mom says. “Rome wasn’t built in a day. It took years to build the Colosseum.”

I don’t have years. If I don’t meet my targets, Excel will lose confidence in me and pull their funds. I’d do the same in their position.

“Where’s my roll?” Granny says from the kitchen entryway, her frail frame hunched over, borrowing strength from her cane.

I jump up. “Oh gosh, Granny. I’m sorry. Here, sit.” I help her over to the chair I just vacated.

“You all are talking up a storm in here without me,” she says.

“Sorry, Granny,” I say.

“We were just talking about Cassie’s ex-boyfriend,” Nana says.

I wince.

“Michael?” Granny asks.

“Michael was her husband,” Mom says.

“Luke Curtis,” Madison says. “Do you remember him?”

Granny lights up. She thumps the end of her cane against the vinyl floor. “Luke Curtis. That handsome devil. Whatever happened to him?”

“Here,” I say, setting down her buttered roll. I squeeze some honey onto it before she grabs it. “I’ll be right back.”

“Where are you going?” Mom says.

“Taking out the trash.”

“The trash isn’t full.”

“My brain is.”

I pull the trash bag from the can and tie it closed, then I pick it up and head for the back door. Two cement steps descend from the door, and a broken sidewalk leads to the sagging garage. I walk carefully over the uneven sidewalk, making sure my toe doesn’t catch on one of the cracks.

This isn’t safe. Nana could trip and fall, break her wrist or her hip. I don’t care what she says. I’m fixing it.

The paint on the garage is flaking worse than the house, and the shingles are twice as old. The leaks have encouraged termites to take residence and nibble the studs into Swiss cheese. There’s probably no saving the structure. Best bet will be to demolish it and start over.

Gran still uses the garage at the risk of her own safety. She stores the Christmas trees and ornaments under a tarp and has metal shelves full of plastic containers. I don’t know what’s in them, or whether the contents will survive the water and mice. Probably not.

The gray door doesn’t want to budge. I have to kick it a few times to gain entry. The scents of rotten wood and mildewed canvas waft from the interior. I hear something skitter in the far corner, and I shudder. A mouse. Nana puts out mouse traps and switches them frequently, but new generations of mice always find their way in.

If Nana ever gets written up by the city, it will be for this eyesore. Her neighbors probably don’t appreciate the view or the mouse population. If they lodge a complaint, it could open up a can of worms.

I deposit the trash bag into the metal can and tug the door closed. When I head back to the house, I see the faint traces of Aunt Suzanne, Madison, and Nana through the kitchen window. Nana is sitting at the table to rest her feet.

She doesn’t mean to be blunt. It’s just her nature.

...you went on a date, live, with the guy who cheated on you...

Why yes, Nana. Yes, I did.

Let’s see if my little stunt is paying off.

I park my bum on the bottom step and pull my phone out of my back pocket. To check my subscriber count, I have to go through the admin app. It has a reports page that tells me how many users are currently in the system and how many total profiles have been created.

The app’s spinner goes round and round while I wait. And wait.

That’s odd.

I wait a few more minutes. Nothing. This has never happened before. So, I exit and tap on the MatchAI icon.

The same.

A minute later, still spinning.

This isn’t good.

I open my phone app and punch Bethany’s cell number. She’s my go-to girl at Excel if I have any operating hiccups, contracting issues, or promotional needs.

“Hey,” Bethany says.

“Bethany, I think we have a problem.”


Chapter 7


Luke

Man, I stink.

After pulling weeds, I decided to go for a jog. Since I was already dirty, I figured why not turn myself into a walking biohazard? Luckily, my dog, Korg, loves me whether I’m clean or toxic.

We stop in front of my house after a good thirty-minute run, Korg panting with his tongue hanging out. I swear he’s smiling. Seeing him happy makes my heart swell.

The neighborhood is quiet, one reason I love this place. After living in Chicago and L.A., I’ve had enough of traffic and noise.

My phone rings. I pull it from my joggers, hit the speaker button, and then lay the phone on the grass while I bend down in a stretch.

“What’s up?” I say to Todd. He’s my buddy at Excel. Since I’m a majority investor in MatchAI, he’s been calling me with daily launch stats. “How many new subscribers we got?”

“I have bad news. Two pieces of bad news. Subscribers are squat. And the website is down.”

I stand and wipe my face with my shirt. “Down as in, down for maintenance?”

“No, it’s down as in we have no idea what killed it.”

I look at Korg like he might know why the website crashed, but he’s blissfully unaware. He shakes his body, sending hair floating on subtle air currents, and then he wags his tail for treat time. Smart boy. Treat time always comes after a good run. I gesture toward the house, and he takes off running.

“Cassie and I have the radio segment tomorrow afternoon,” I say as I head up my driveway. “How bad’s it going to look if the website’s down?”

“Bad.”

“We need to get this fixed.”

“Drew and a few others are meeting at Cassie’s office to sort things out.”

“Now?”

“I’m headed that way,” Todd says. “Don’t worry, we’ll get the site back up asap.”

I pause. This could be my opportunity. I could tell her about my monetary investment in her company.

I turn in a full circle, my eyes focused on the branches above, clear my throat and say, “I’m coming.”

“Uh...” Todd says on the other end of the line. “I thought you wanted to be a silent investor.”

“I changed my mind.”
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As I walk up the flight of stairs to Cassie’s office, I question my life choices. If I hadn’t had that drunken make-out session with my ex, Rose, no covert operations to win Cassie back would have been necessary. We could have continued along our happy trajectory. Probably would have been married by now.

Instead, I’m a sad puppy with his tail between his legs, returning to the one I spurned and begging for forgiveness.

Yes, cheating on the woman you love seems like an asinine thing to do. It was. It is. There’s no excuse for it. I’m what some women might call, a pig. Or I was. I like to think I’ve morphed into a Highland cow. What woman doesn’t love all that fluff?

After my first date with Cassie, I decided my cheating days were over. And they were until Rose came to my house with a box of Franzia Cabernet Sauvignon. She claimed the wine was for her because she was nursing a bad breakup and just needed a shoulder to cry on, metaphorically.

I should have suspected something was amiss by her outfit: a tube top and a pair of those expensive workout leggings that cinch up the back, leaving nothing to the imagination. But she wore that kind of thing when we were dating, so I guess I gave it a pass.

The evening started with her on the loveseat and me on the couch. Her drinking a couple glasses of wine while I watched. It was innocent. Until—

I don’t mean to be mean, but if you’ve ever listened to a woman rehash a failed relationship—I mean every single detail—it can be a little mind-numbing. By the time she reached the start of year two, I was begging for a little entertainment in the form of fermented grapes.

I remember when she slid over onto my couch, rested her head on my shoulder (no more metaphors), and then pulled down her top. Curse those tube tops. I think I downed a full glass of wine at that point. Big mistake because next thing I knew, we were making out. Thank goodness, when things got too heavy, I had the presence of mind to kick her out of my apartment and toss her empty box of wine after her. But the damage was already done.

To make matters worse, while I was at work the following week, still sulking about my indiscretion, unsure about whether to tell Cassie about it, Jani cornered me in the break room at work. Back then, I rented a small office space for my promotions company. I had several employees including my receptionist, Jani.

Keep in mind, even though I had vowed to remain faithful to Cassie, I still wasn’t above “harmless” flirting. Jani and I harmlessly flirted every day, sending each other the occasional suggestive instant message, joking with each other at her desk after lunch, commenting when one or the other looked especially attractive.

I was in the break room making a cup of coffee. Jani came in. She commented that I hadn’t seemed like myself for several days. She kept pressing and fishing. In hindsight, I realize she hoped Cassie and I had broken up. Instead, she learned (because I finally gave in), that I made out with my ex. She put her hand on my back, did a little “there there” kind of rub. Said, “Oh no, what are you going to do?” like she really cared (she didn’t), and then next thing I know, she tried to kiss me. I intercepted her lips with my hand, fired her, and walked out of the break room.

That evening, Cassie and I were about to have dinner at her place when Jani texted: I understand why you had to fire me after we almost kissed. Things would have gotten too complicated. Now that you’re not my boss, I can say this: I’m up for anything. I mean anything.

I was outside preparing steaks on the grill when the message popped up on my phone. Cassie read it, and that was the beginning of the end. I came clean on both counts. No surprise, Cassie dumped me.

Now I’m headed back into Cassie’s life, a little slice of it at least, once again intent on explaining away my behavior in hopes that she’ll forgive me. Mom was right. I should have just invited Cassie to coffee.

When I enter the office, I’m taken aback by how well Cassie has done for herself. Her office space is modern mixed with rustic, all glass and brick and streamlined furniture. Cassie is propped on a desk talking to Todd and Bethany. Drew is in one of the glass-partitioned conference rooms hunched over his laptop.

When Cassie sees me, her shocked expression quickly hardens into one of confused annoyance. I shrug guiltily and then walk over to the group.

Todd turns. He’s wearing Nike shorts with a blue tank top and a pair of Jordan Lows. His blond hair is oily and swiped off his forehead like he left a sweaty basketball game to dart to Cassie’s office.

“Oh. Hey Luke.” Todd quickly goes into introductions. “Luke, this is Cassie. Cassie, Luke.”

“We’ve met,” I say.

Todd looks confused for a moment, and then realization sends his eyebrows toward the ceiling. “The blind date. I forgot.”

“Yep,” I say. “I was the lucky guinea pig.”

Cassie’s eyes narrow.

“So, I guess I should—I assume she doesn’t know you—” Todd falters.

“Right.” I meet Cassie’s eyes and will her not to go ballistic at my next statement. “She doesn’t know I’m a silent investor in MatchAI.”

“Majority silent investor,” Todd adds.

I watch Cassie’s jaw muscles clench and her lips tighten.

Bethany fluffs her hair and looks from me to Cassie. She’s a full-figured middle-aged woman with gray roots and wide-set eyes that are framed by large, red-rimmed glasses. She can tell something’s up. Todd seems oblivious.

“That’s wonderful,” Cassie says in a tight voice.

I clear my throat. “Since I have a stake in the company, I thought I should be here while we figure out why the site is down.”

“Drew is on the phone with our hosting company,” Bethany says. She crosses her arms in front of her large bust, which is accentuated by a pink and white vertically striped blouse. “We should know something shortly.”

I glance over at Drew. He’s still hunched over, his head nearly touching the keyboard like he’s about to fall asleep. It doesn’t buoy my confidence in him.

“I think I’ll grab some coffee,” Cassie says. “Anybody else want some?”

Todd and Bethany shake their heads.

“I’ll help,” I say.

Cassie eyes me like she wants to say something snarky. Bethany catches the exchange and casts me a questioning look.

“I can make my own coffee,” Cassie says in an unnatural sing-song voice, “but if you insist.”

I follow her into the break room. As soon as we enter, she whips around and lays into me. “What are you doing?” she hisses.

I place my index finger on my lips and gesture to the door. “They can hear,” I mouth.

Cassie’s chest puffs and she clenches her fists. “Do you like hazelnut?” she says a little too loudly. She knows I hate hazelnut coffee.

“Sure,” I say.

She walks over to the sink and turns on the faucet to fill the Keurig’s water reservoir. I join her and she flashes me a look like I’m the spawn of Satan. I might be. I hope not.

“We need to talk,” I whisper, allowing the rushing water to muffle my words.

“You should have told me,” she says before shutting off the faucet with a dramatic Thunk! She walks over to the Keurig, opening the space between us.

I spot an empty coffee grinder near the backsplash and grab it. “Fresh coffee sounds great,” I say loudly, echoing Cassie’s sing-song tone.

When I scoot over to Cassie, she’s already popped the pod into the machine. She presses the ten-ounce button and folds her arms, purposefully angling her back toward me.

I tap her shoulder. “Cassie, let me explain,” I whisper, “I want to come clean.”

She spins toward me, grabs the coffee grinder, and smashes the top. As the machine whirs, she says, “Nothing you say will convince me that you aren’t a complete nutjob. Did you take down my site just so you could meet me here?”

“Of course not. I—”

She releases the pressure on the grinder and the room goes silent. Todd and Bethany are quiet on the other side of the door, giving me the distinct sense that they’re trying to eavesdrop.

I press down on the grinder to fill the room with white noise. “I didn’t take down your site. I’m the majority investor. I wouldn’t sabotage my own investment.”

Cassie drops her arms and clutches the countertop with her right hand. “This isn’t going to work,” Cassie says. “We can’t be business partners.”

“We aren’t partners. I’m just an investor.”

Cassie’s face scrunches in disgust.

I let up on the grinder. We stare at each other in the silence, and then I press down on it again. “I decided to move back to Charleston. It had nothing to do with you. It was a business decision. You know I’ve always been committed to small businesses, and I thought Charleston would be the perfect southern hub.”

Cassie refolds her arms.

“I checked your Instagram account, just to see what you were up to, and you know...see if we might be able to reconnect. I noticed you weren’t wearing your wedding ring, and I called Spence to see what was up. He told me you were recently divorced, and you were starting up a business venture with Excel.”

The realization that our mutual friend Spencer had something to do with my presence in her break room, hits Cassie hard. She covers her face with her hands. I stop the coffee grinder while she regroups.

She lowers her hands and looks up at the ceiling. “Continue,” she whispers.

I slam the coffee grinder. “Todd and I were already connected through LinkedIn, so I called him up and asked him about your company. He sent me the business plan and I thought it was brilliant, so I offered to buy out one of his partner’s shares.

“And then I had Drew add me to your database because I was afraid to ask you out for coffee. And the rest is...unfolding.” I bow and tumble my hands for effect.

Cassie isn’t impressed by my theatrics. She rolls her eyes and turns to grab her hot cup of coffee. I step toward her, so close I can feel her body heat. For some reason, she doesn’t back off. I’m encouraged. And overtaken. Her perfume stirs sensations in me that I’ve worked hard to tamp down ever since we broke up.

I’m older now. Wiser.

I resist my urge to touch her elbow.

“I’m sorry, Cassie,” I whisper. “I did this all wrong. I wanted to reconnect, but I thought you’d reject me.”

Cassie’s expression turns defiant. “You were right. There’s something called boundaries, Luke, and you should learn what that means.”

I retreat a step, consider leaving, but press on the coffee grinder one last time. “I messed up. I messed up bad. I never should have hurt you like I did. If you hate me, I understand. But I still believe in your company, and I intend to stand behind it. This is business, okay? We don’t have to work together. I’m just supplying the funds.”

Cassie looks unconvinced. I don’t wait for her to change her mind. Instead, I head out of the break room and leave her to her coffee.
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Cassie

With Luke safely out of sight, I spin toward the cabinets and melt onto the countertop. So many emotions. Conflicting. Jumbled. Anger mixed with excitement mixed with disgust mixed with... Desire? I thump my forehead with the heel of my palm.

First of all, Luke investing in my company, becoming a majority investor—that’s just so many levels of wrong given our history. Second of all, when he stepped in close to me, when I could smell his cologne, it made me want to wander my hand along his bristled jaw. What was that about? The thoughts, my desires, came out of nowhere. When I should have been seething mad at him, I wanted him to step in closer. I wanted his arms around me, his sturdy chest against my cheek, the touch of his fingers along my back.

So untimely. So uninvited.

So...inappropriate.

I am over Luke Curtis. If I could revise the dictionary, I would add a picture next to the word “over.” It would be me leaping over Luke like a sheep jumping over a fence. I’ve jumped over him so many times, hordes of insomniacs have fallen asleep because of me. It’s a contribution to humanity that I’m particularly proud of.

Over. Over. Over. Cassie Sears is over Luke Curtis.

“Um. Cassie?”

I jump up and whirl around. “What!”

Luke’s head is peeking through the door. His expression hints at amusement. This isn’t funny.

“Todd wants some of that fresh coffee,” he says, emphasizing the word fresh.

“Sure,” I say. “I’ll brew another cup.”

Luke gives me the thumbs up and then his head vanishes.

A smile tugs on the corner of my mouth. He always did have a sense of humor. It’s one of the things I loved about him.

Loved.

I did love Luke. Once.

With a sigh, I fumble through the top cabinets for a bag of coffee beans. Luckily there’s a half bag stuffed in a far corner. I have no idea how old it is. Since I don’t even remember putting it up there, this probably won’t be the freshest cup of coffee.

I fire up the coffee pot, brushing off the dust first. Sarah and I prefer the Keurig. It’s quick. No mess. Not as good for the environment, but I save seconds where I can. They’re all valuable.

After the pot is brewed, I pull down a mug and pour.

Luke’s head pops in again. “Cream. No sugar.” He salutes and then disappears.

I was so distracted by my sudden feelings for Luke that the full implications of Luke’s investment in my company didn’t compute. Now they tumble into my head with breathtaking velocity. I steady myself against the counter.

He could demand sexual favors.

If I don’t give him what he wants, he could pull his funds.

He could kill my dreams with a simple phone call.

He could hover, micromanage, force himself into my life.

Wait. He’s already done that.

To say it complicates things is an understatement. Bottom line, I need that money. I need Luke.

I curse.

He orchestrated this. He forced my dependency on him. How conniving. How manipulative. How...generous?

Conniving. Definitely.

My anger swells, eclipsing the split-second physical desires I had for him. He crossed a line and ignored boundaries to get what he wanted. Typical.

I tug the refrigerator door with more force than necessary and grab the coffee creamer. I hope Todd likes his coffee diluted because I accidentally fill the mug to the rim. After emptying some into the sink, I head out of the break room.

Luke, Todd, Bethany, and Drew are huddled around Sarah’s desk. I join the group and hand Todd his mug.

“None for you?” he says.

I look down at my hands. “Oops. I forgot.”

Bethany raises an eyebrow at me.

Todd takes a sip and then says, “Okay, Drew. We’re all here. Lay it out for us.”

Drew claws his fingers through his floppy bangs. He’s a head taller than me and twice as wide. His faded navy T-shirt depicts an evolutionary line of apes ending in a Transformers-like robot choking a human. An unflattering pair of gray joggers covers his bottom half, capped by a pair of worn-out Crocs. He folds his arms over his stomach and leans backward.

“Someone is orchestrating a DoS attack using a botnet,” he says, punctuating each “t” with a puff of air.

He peers down his nose at us while we wait for him to continue.

“What is a DoS attack?” Bethany asks.

“DoS stands for Denial of Service,” Drew says while rolling his eyes. “Or, DDoS, which stands for Distributed Denial of Service.”

“What’s the difference?”

Drew narrows his eyes at Todd. “There is no difference.”

“O...kay...” Todd tries, “What is a botnet?”

“In this case, a botnet,” Drew says, over articulating each “t” again, “is a network of internet-connected computers infected by malware, which are being used to commit said cybercrime, i.e., your DoS attack. The zombies are firing off loops of HTTPS requests that are flooding your server.”

“Zombies?” Luke says. “Like, the zombie apocalypse?”

“Ha ha,” Drew says in a deadpan tone.

I’ve had enough technical babble. I just want to get to the point. “How do we fix it?”

“We don’t do anything. Your hosting company, ServeIt, has to identify the zombies and block their IP addresses one by one.”

“Why did this happen?” I continue to probe.

“Because ServeIt sucks. It took five hours just to get a web admin on the line.”

“You were on the phone for thirty minutes,” Bethany says.

“Time is relative.”

I don’t bother to unpack Drew’s statement. I’m too busy trying to make sense of the situation. Why am I paying out the wazoo for hosting if they can’t protect my app?

“Doesn’t ServeIt have firewalls or security stuff to protect against cyberattacks?” I ask.

“Clearly, they don’t have enough security ‘stuff,’” he says with air quotes. “They can’t even come up with a decent name for their company.”

“Okay, I get it. ServeIt sucks,” I say. “Their name sucks. We can deal with that later. I just want to know when my site will be back up.”

“They have to identify the IPs and then clear the backlog. Estimated delivery time is six hours. But since they don’t have ‘stuff’ in place to protect against botnet attacks, the botmaster could attack again tomorrow. What’s so funny?”

I look over at Luke. He’s covering a smile with his hand. He wipes his mouth. “Can you tell us more about those botnets?”

“Have you heard of Google?” Drew says. “You might want to try it out sometime.”

“All right. Well.” Todd starts jogging in place. “I guess there’s no sense waiting around for six hours.”

“Do you have a game to get back to?” Luke asks.

Todd nods and shoots an imaginary basketball through a hoop. Luke makes a sound like the crowd’s going wild. Bethany and I trade looks.

So much for professionalism. No one is as emotionally invested in my website as I am. That’s okay. I’ve got it under control.

“Drew. Luke,” I demand. “Conference room. Now.”

“Do you need me?” Bethany asks.

“No, I think I got this.”

“Okay. Call me when things are back up.” Bethany grabs her purse and then leans over to give me a light hug.

“I will,” I assure her.

As Bethany and Todd leave, Luke and Drew saunter into the conference room like they know they are about to get scolded. I shut the door behind us for effect.

“Fix it,” I say before they’ve had a chance to sit.

Drew tucks his chin, hiding his eyes behind his flop of hair.

“She knows,” Luke says.

“Knows what? I didn’t—” Drew crosses his legs and leans against the back wall in an awkward Joe Cool pose. “I didn’t do anything.”

Luke grabs the back of a chair and leans over the table. “She knows you added me to the app.”

Drew flips his hair. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looks at me for a moment and then looks at the ceiling.

“I guess I can stop that thousand-dollar bonus, then,” Luke says. “Give me a minute. I’ll call up Loraine and tell her we need to adjust your next paycheck.” Luke grabs his phone out of his back pocket.

“No!” Drew throws out his hand to halt Luke’s phone call.

“You paid him a thousand dollars?” I say, not bothering to tame the shrillness of my voice.

“Not yet,” Luke says. “Should I not?”

“No, you should not.” I stomp over to Luke and grab the phone out of his hand. “Call Loraine and tell her to cancel Drew’s bonus.”

“I was about to and then you ripped my phone out of my hand.”

I toss it back to him and hear a growl erupt from my throat. I’m growling now?

“I did what you asked, Luke,” Drew says. “I added you to the database and made sure Cupid picked you. You owe me one thousand dollars.”

“I never told you to make sure Cupid picked me,” I say.

“You told me you wanted a date with Cassie.”

“I didn’t tell you to cheat the system.”

“My bad. Where’s my money?”

“It was unethical,” I say. “You don’t deserve to be paid.”

“But it’s paying for my trip to the Atlanta My Little Pony Expo.”

Luke and I both squint at Drew. “What?” we say in unison.

Drew tugs on a chair and plops down into it. He slaps his elbows onto the table. “The Atlanta My Little Pony Expo,” he over-enunciates.

“I thought IT guys liked Star Wars, Star Trek, Thor,” Luke says.

“Don’t knock it. My collection is worth seven thousand dollars.”

Luke and I lock eyes for a moment. I feel a tickle in my chest. He sees it in my expression, which makes the sensation worse. It escapes as a laugh, with Luke joining in, the both of us slapping the glass tabletop, crouching to catch our breath, nearly rolling on the floor.

“Not. Cool,” Drew says after we finally quiet down.

I pull out a chair and collapse. I have no idea where that came from. Stress probably. I’m under too much stress. I’m starting to unravel.

Luke always made me laugh. We spent many evenings rolling on the floor, clutching our stomachs over the silliest things.

But this isn’t jokes and laughter time. This is CEO Cassie in charge of everything time.

I catch my breath, straighten my back, and drill my eyes into Drew’s. Back to business. “You stabbed me in the back for some little plastic ponies.”

“My Little Ponies,” Drew says.

“You’re coding my entire app. How am I supposed to trust you now? You could be filling it full of bugs for all I know.”

Drew folds his hands on the table. “I do not write buggy software.”

“You just hack your client’s software for a quick buck.”

Luke pulls out the chair next to me and sits. “It’s my fault. This is all my fault. Don’t blame Drew. He’s the best in the business. Or so I’ve been told.” Luke rolls his eyes.

“What? Do you know something I don’t?” I ask. “Because if Drew is all talk and no show, we can end this now.”

“You screwed with my profile, didn’t you Drew?” Luke asks.

Drew shrugs his right shoulder.

“You made my profile match Cassie’s.”

“Do I get my bonus?” Drew asks.

“Fix it,” I repeat.

“He can’t fix anything,” Luke says. “The site is down.”

“The database is not,” Drew says.

“So, you can fix it?” I ask. “Right now?”

“I’m not sure what difference it makes,” Drew says. “He already got what he wanted.”

I can feel Luke’s eyes on me, but I purse my lips and stare straight ahead.

“The date,” Drew says. “He got a date with you.”

“I know,” I say, my jaw fixed.

“Fine.” Drew slides his laptop over and types into his keyboard for a moment. He hits the Enter key with a definitive, Thwack! “There. I updated Luke’s profile ID and deleted the dummy profile. Next time you go onto the app, his original profile will be there.”

“Thank you.” Wait. Why am I thanking the guy who sold me out for a thousand bucks? “I mean, you should be thanking me that you still have a job.”

Luke stands. “And he does. He thanks you very much. Right, Drew?” He rounds the table and ushers Drew out of his seat.

“Whatever.”

“And you’re going to monitor ServeIt and let Cassie know when her app is back up?” Luke says as he shoos Drew toward the door.

“Who is this guy?” Drew says to me over his shoulder. “I thought you were the CEO.”

“I am. And I’ve got this.” I stand. “Drew, I want an update every thirty minutes. You both can go.”

Luke seems disappointed by the prospect of leaving. Did he expect me to invite him into my apartment and fix him dinner? Laughing with him earlier encouraged him. I should have kept my cool.

But it did feel good to laugh.

I follow them to the exit.

“Don’t forget about our slot with I107 tomorrow,” I say.

“I’ll be there,” Luke answers.

And that’s that. No more funny business. No jokes. No trying to manipulate me into letting him stay. He simply leaves.

And I lock the door behind him.
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I can’t sleep. Today’s drama has my brain reeling. The DoS attack. Luke revealing that he’s a majority investor in my company. This business venture could go wrong in so many ways.

I grab my phone off the nightstand and sit up. It’s 3:25. My alarm goes off in less than three hours. Tomorrow is going to be a six-cup coffee day. Six cups is my max, otherwise, my pulse starts racing. I don’t want to give myself a caffeine heart attack.

Drew called me five hours ago to tell me the site was back up. He said it might take a bit for the web traffic to roll in, so I didn’t bother to check my stats. Now that I’ve given it some time, curiosity is killing me.

My eyes bug when I check my subscribers. I’m up to five hundred. Is the botnet creating accounts? I should have asked Drew if such a thing were possible. When I scroll through the new profiles, however, they look legit.

What’s driving the traffic?

I open Instagram and check my engagement. My regular posts aren’t garnering more attention than usual. When I hop over to my Reels, things start to click. The Reel I filmed with Luke on our blind date has over fifty thousand views, with a thousand likes and three hundred comments.

OMG, you guys are sooo cute together.

You two belong in Hollywood.

I need Cupid!!

What’s the verdict? Are you soulmates?

Keep us posted. I want to know how this ends.

After reading all the comments, my head feels like a sixteen-pound bowling ball. I catch it with my hands. Apparently, I don’t need to swing naked from the rafters to get attention, I just have to star on Instagram next to my “soulmate,” the guy who’s funding my business, who could pull the plug at any moment.

I groan. Curse Luke and his good looks and charisma, with his never-give-up attitude and his mountains of money. I mean, I’m happy that subscribers are up, but at what cost?

That’s it. I don’t have time to parse this tonight. I need to sleep or I’m going to sound like a bumbling idiot on the radio tomorrow.

I pull my little-used bottle of melatonin out of the nightstand drawer, pop one in my mouth, and text Sarah to let her know I’ll be late to work.


Chapter 8


Luke

I’m pedaling down Rutledge Avenue as fast as my tired legs will spin, willing my muscles to go a couple more miles. I think my legs will survive. Not sure my bum will. I don’t have time to stop and stretch. It’s three forty-five. My radio spot with Cassie starts in fifteen minutes.

According to Google Maps, the bike route from my house to I107 was supposed to take forty-five minutes. I don’t know if I’m just slow or what, but I’ve already been riding for an hour. Plan was, I get to the radio station early, clean up a bit in the bathroom, enough to remove the sweat and the stink, but I don’t think that’s happening.

This impromptu bike ride has almost killed me twice, first when someone tried to pass in the bike lane. I veered right, nearly hitting their behemoth SUV, and then I rang the little bell on my handlebars for my own sake, not theirs.

Two minutes ago, I almost died when I circled a pothole into the path of a box truck. The guy braked and honked at me as if to mock my little Ding! Ding!

This isn’t my bike. I wouldn’t mount a bell on my bike. If I had a bike, I’d mount an air horn. That would have given Mr. SUV the what for. This is my mom’s bike that she trucked down from Chicago. Luckily it has more than one speed, barely, but it does have a Miss Gulch kind of vibe. Hopefully, Cassie won’t notice.

I have an ulterior motive. I want Cassie to take pity on me and offer to throw the bike in the back of her car and drive me home. Yeah, it’s pathetic, but I’m running out of ideas here. Mom would tell me to give up on her, but I can’t bring myself to do it yet.

I pass Rutledge Square Apartments and part of me wants to turn in, bang on the first door I see, and beg for water. I drank the last of mine five miles ago. It’s freaking hot out here. My arms feel like bacon in a frying pan.

I blink sweat from my eyes and pump my legs harder. I need a theme song. Miss Gulch’s song from The Wizard of Oz, the original movie. The one my mom forced me to watch as preparation for my role as the Tin Man in my sixth-grade play.

Seven minutes later I pull into the I107 parking lot, sweat dripping from every pore, gasping from my final push to make it here in time. There’s no rack to park my bike, no place to lock it. Someone could easily steal it which would be fine. I never want to see this bike again after that ride. So, I walk my bike onto the sidewalk and into the patch of grass in front of the building, and I lean it against an overgrown dwarf palm.

When I take off my backpack, the relative coolness of the air blasts me. I can tell I’m totally soaked, but I brought a towel for this. I strip off my shirt and then wipe down my face and body. As soon as the towel passes a spot of skin, more sweat spurts through. I wasn’t anticipating that.

One fresh shirt later and I’m inside the building flashing the receptionist my best “I’m lost” face. She points me down the hall and to the left.

Through the door’s window, I can see Cassie sitting at a bean-shaped table, headphones already on, her expression stiff. She glances over and sees me through the glass, bugging her eyes before desperately motioning me in. I creep through as quietly as possible; some tech guy hands me a headset; I slide it on, and then sit down. I’m not joking when I say “slide on.” I’m still sweating out of every gland, not a little, but in rivers. I wipe my brow to divert the flood away from my eyeballs.

Cassie looks at me like I’m radioactive. It’s a good thing this interview isn’t being televised. Next thing I know, the tech guy points to DJ Chris Sands and he starts hammering us with questions.

“You look like you just walked out of a sauna. Is it hot out there or something?”

“Yes. Hot. Very hot,” I answer.

“Do you need a towel? Man, you are glistening like the Hope Diamond.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“What’s your girl Cassie think? That’s what matters.”

“Oh. Um,” Cassie says. “Women glisten. Men just sweat. Like pigs.”

“Ouch,” Chris says. “Well, there you have it, Luke. She called you a pig. I think this interview is over.”

We all laugh. So far, I think this is going well.

“I’m just playin’,” Chris says. “Y’all know why we’re here, but the listening audience doesn’t. Miss Cassie Sears, why don’t you get us up to speed?”

Cassie introduces herself as the CEO of MatchAI, gives a sales pitch for the app, and then explains how the two of us wound up in this room together.

“I believe in my app so much, I wanted to be the first to try it,” she says.

“So, you pressed this little Choose button here,” Chris says. He’s fiddling with his phone. Must have downloaded the app in preparation for the interview. “On morning television. For all of Charleston to see. And this sweaty beast of a man popped up?”

Cassie looks at me, her face serious. “Yes, he did.”

“Whoah,” Chris says. “But I got to admit, if he was cleaned up a bit, he might not look half bad.”

Do I really look that terrible? Does it matter? This is radio.

“He looked better on our date,” Cassie says. “Which you can see on Instagram, by the way. We streamed most of it.”

Chris leans heavily on his elbow. “How do a man and woman have a romantic date live on Instagram?”

“You don’t,” I say.

Cassie’s eye twitches. “The video of our date has over twenty thousand views,” she says.

“It does?” I lean back to grasp the fullness of Cassie in my vision.

“And our Reel is going on a hundred thousand.”

“Folks, you can’t see this, but Luke’s mouth is hanging open.”

I close it.

“That’s cool,” I say even though the thought of that many pupils on me is making my skin crawl.

“It sounds like you two are a hit on the interwebs,” Chris says, “but the big question is, did you two hit it off in real life?”

Cassie and I are both silent. I’m not sure if we’re playing a game here or telling the truth. I’m pretty sure it’s a game but I need Cassie to confirm it. She opens her mouth to speak, but nothing comes out.

“Nothing like dead air on the radio.” Chris laughs.

“Yes,” I jump in. “I think it’s safe to say we did hit it off. Cassie is amazing. I mean, look at her. But there’s so much more to a woman than looks, right?”

“Truth,” Chris says. “And to men too. Ladies, keep that in mind when you check out my Instagram account.”

“I’m an entrepreneur too.” I shift my focus from Chris to Cassie. “I know how hard it is to put yourself out there, to put your finances on the line, to be willing to risk it all. It takes a special kind of person, someone who is brave, adventurous, determined, amazing...”

Cassie looks down.

“She also happens to be kind, considerate, funny, loyal,” I add.

“You know all that from one date?” Chris asks.

“I’m a good judge of character.”

“All right.” Chris rubs his hands together. “This sounds promising. Next question: how does Cassie feel about you?”

Cassie’s expression tightens. “Well...Cupid worked exactly as designed. She matched us based on our extensive profiles, looking for commonalities in our backgrounds, interests, and goals.”

“Dude.” Chris levels his eyes at me. “Duuuude.”

“I think she’s working up to the good part,” I say.

“Of course. I’m just... Luke is very persistent and determined. We have that in common.”

“Do you think he’s hot?” Chris says.

Cassie glances at me. “He looks hot right now. I mean, he’s still sweating.” She laughs.

“But do you think he’s hot.”

“I think it’s obvious. He could be on the covers of magazines.”

“Man, I’m trying to help you here,” Chris says.

“I appreciate it,” I answer.

“Cupid is amazing. She did a great job matching us together. But true connection takes time. That’s really what MatchAI is about. Cultivating true, lasting connections. Based on our first date, I think Luke and I have potential. But I’d have to go out with him more than once to form an opinion.”

Chris leans over the table for a high five. “I got you a second date!”

My smile widens. Cassie’s face drops.

“I want to see this. You gotta stream it on Insta. Y’all are cute. I see potential here.”

“I’d love to go on a second date,” I say. “As long as Cassie agrees.”

“Um. Yes. Of course.”

“Live on Instagram,” Chris adds.

“Sure,” Cassie says like she just agreed to eat eight ounces of liver.

Suddenly having thousands of pupils staring at me online doesn’t bother me so much.
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We walk out of I107 into a blast of hot air.

“I think that went well,” I say to the back of Cassie’s head. Her curls sway as she tromps down the sidewalk in her high heels. “Hey. Hold up.”

Cassie stops and crosses her arms but doesn’t turn around. I risk resting my hand on her elbow. It spurs her to spin around. She flashes me the stink eye.

“Whoah,” I say, arms up in surrender.

“This isn’t how this was supposed to go.”

“Which part?”

“The part where you make me go on a date with you, where you throw your money around to force me to do your bidding, and where you trap me into a second date.”

“I didn’t do that. You trapped yourself.”

Cassie lifts her chin defiantly. The fast, throaty call of an osprey sounds from a nearby tree. I can see the workings of Cassie’s brain through her eyes, the replaying of our interview, specifically the part where she talked herself into a corner.

“The internet loves us,” I say. “It’s great for business. Subscribers are climbing faster than a pygmy monkey.”

A smile cracks Cassie’s lips. The sight elates me.

“Why are you sweating like a sumo wrestler doing hot yoga?” she asks.

“Mine was better.”

“Only because pygmy monkeys are cuter than sumo wrestlers.”

“Fair point.”

“Seriously, are you on drugs or something?”

“No. I rode my bike here.”

“From where?”

“Benton Street near the hospital.”

“What?” She looks at me like I’m crazy.

“Yep.”

“No, you didn’t.”

“I did. There’s my bike.” I point to my bike that’s still leaning against the palm. Unfortunately.

Cassie rests a thumb under her chin and covers her mouth with her index finger. Her eyes are smiling. “Where did you find that thing, 1950?” she says.

“Roundabout that time period, I’d say.”

“Well, okay, then. Enjoy your ride home.” She turns to head to her car. We can’t end like this. If I try to ride that bike home, I might die.

“Hey,” I holler as she grabs her door handle. “I think if I ride back, I might dehydrate into banana chips.”

“Didn’t you bring water?”

“I drank it already.”

“Fill your bottle in the bathroom.”

“Honestly, I think I over-estimated my ability. I’m not cut out for the Tour de France. Also, I think I forgot to eat breakfast. And we need to plan our second date.”

Cassie raises an eyebrow at me. “You never stop, do you?”

“Never stop what?”

“This.”

I look around, brush my eyes across the studio’s sad excuse for landscaping, over the half-empty parking lot, before resting them back on Cassie. “What?”

She rolls her eyes. “Go get your sad girlie bike and put it in the back.” She jabs her thumb toward her SUV.

I limp over to the bike with one hand propping my lower back.

“Enough theatrics,” Cassie calls after me.

I spin around. “Too much?”

She nods.

I head to the bike, jogging this time, and roll it over to Cassie’s SUV.

Plan executed.


Chapter 9


Cassie

I can’t believe Luke Curtis is in my car. He’s in. My. Car. After the year I spent getting over him, I never thought I’d be stupid enough to get this close to him again, even though our closeness is just a platonic business thing. That’s all it is. From my side, anyway.

When we turn onto Rutledge, the air currents in the cabin shift and I catch a whiff of something foul. It’s coming from Luke. I don’t feel the need to break this to him lightly.

“You stink.”

Luke looks at me, surprised. “I do?”

“You reek of B.O.”

“I thought my Old Spice was still holding up.”

“It’s not. Don’t get your stink on my upholstery.”

“Hold on. I got this.” Luke starts rummaging in his backpack. He pulls out a white T-shirt and an aerosol can of deodorant. Before I can object, he strips off his shirt.

My heart hops to my throat. Even smelly, he’s a sight to behold with well-defined pecs, a light peppering of chest hair, a full pack of abs with defined obliques. I’m overtaken by a wave of unexpected longing.

Gross, Cassie. He’s filthy!

“What are you doing?” I double my grip on the steering wheel.

“Changing my shirt.”

“In my car?!”

“I don’t want to get my stink on your upholstery.” He raises an arm and sprays a cloud of deodorant.

The smell pinches the back of my throat. “Okay,” I say between hacks. “I think you got it.”

He lifts his finger, tosses the can to his other hand, depresses the nozzle, filling the cabin with another cloud of musky aerosol.

“That’s enough,” I say. “My windows are going to fog up.”

“But at least I won’t smell.”

I catch another glimpse of Luke’s pecs as they dance up and down with each arm movement. The wave of desire returns like a reflex left over from our past moments of intimacy.

“Forget it. Just. Clothe. Your. Self.” I punctuate each word with a backhanded slap against his bubbly bicep.

“Fine. Geesh. You don’t have to hit.” He pulls the shirt over his head and tugs it to his waist. “You could have closed your eyes.”

“I’m driving,” I say through clenched teeth.

“And I’m preening.”

“Do you even know what that means?”

“It means I’m making myself more attractive.”

“It means you’re cleaning your feathers with your beak.”

“I don’t think so.”

“I know so.”

“I can look it up.”

“Don’t bother. Just—” The smell of Luke’s deodorant hangs heavily in the air, burning my eyes and my nose. I press the buttons to lower all four windows. “It’s a good thing Sarah isn’t here,” I holler over the wind and road noise. “She hates musky cologne.”

“Who’s Sarah?” Luke hollers back.

“My personal assistant.” The rushing air massages my face and blows my hair away from my cheeks.

“I thought all women liked musk-scented cologne.”

“Not all of us. Those that do prefer it in reasonable quantities.” I inhale a deep breath of air and then close the windows. The pressure in the cabin leans on my eardrums. I release it with a crackling sound.

“Better?” Luke says into the silence.

“Where am I going?”

“Is the smell better?”

“Marginally. Where do you live?”

I sink into my seat and set my jaw. Luke sighs next to me. We pass a church on the left with an impressive steeple. Afterward, historic homes line the street, buffered from view by palm trees and oak trees that have been trimmed to wind around the low-lying power lines.

This is the part where we don’t talk, where I drive him home, kick him out, and then think of a way to get out of that second date.

Luke clears his throat. “How’s Granny?”

Huh uh. Heck no. Idle conversation isn’t happening. “She’s fine.”

I feel Luke’s eyes on me. He’s waiting for details. I clamp my lips shut.

“How are her knees?”

“They’re fine.”

“I thought they were arthritic.”

“Arthritic knees can be fine.”

We roll by an old, red-bricked corner store that’s advertising cigarettes and cold beer. It looks out of place among the well-kept homes.

“How’s Nana?” Luke tries.

“She’s fine.” I tap my finger on the steering wheel.

“Mouthy as usual?”

“We don’t have to do this.”

“Do what?” Luke asks.

“Talk.” My eyes are on the road, but I watch Luke slouch into his seat in my peripheral vision.

Maybe I’m being too mean. Maybe he doesn’t deserve this. My mind wanders back to that night. The text. His two-timing revelation. Fast forward to him inserting himself into my launch, my company.

The silent treatment is probably the least he deserves.

“I’m sorry,” he says.

I could tell him actions speak louder than words, but I don’t want to encourage him.

He tells me where to turn left, and then right. We creep along Benton Street which is heavily screened with trees. Immaculate multi-storied homes with generous first, second, and third floor porches characterize the neighborhood. Wood siding is the dominant exterior treatment, with a few brick homes bucking the trend.

“Historic homes don’t scream bachelor pad to me,” I answer.

“I’m not a bachelor.”

I give Luke my best yeah-right face and then refocus on the road.

“Mine’s the next one,” Luke says.

“This one?” It’s the only house on the street with a front yard and a driveway.

“Yep.”

I turn in.

Six windows balance the second floor. The first floor has two windows on either side of ornate wood and wrought iron double doors. A porch spans the length of the house, and a decorative peak with a half round window divides the roofline.

I do some math in my head. A historic home, on a significant piece of land, with enough bedrooms for a family of ten. He paid millions for this place.

“Do you have servants?” I ask.

“No. Not yet. I may hire a part-time housekeeper.”

I throw the SUV into park in anticipation of Luke’s exit, but he turns to me instead.

“What I meant was, I am a bachelor. But not like I was. Not like you’re thinking. I haven’t had a girlfriend in over a year.”

I flash him my yeah-right face again. “I thought you required females to stroke your ego.”

“I don’t require females for anything.”

“Anything?” Skepticism laces my voice.

“Uh. No. I haven’t done that in over a year.”

“Done what?”

“That.”

I raise an eyebrow at him.

“It,” he says like I haven’t figured it out.

I back up so far that my hair smashes against the driver’s side window. “Seriously?”

“What?”

“You went there?”

“You went there.” He alternates his arms in front of me, palms up, like two pistons. “I thought we were going there.”

“No.” I feel anxiety rising in my gut. “We weren’t.” I tug the handle, kick open the door, and hop out. “Wait,” I say after doing a little circle. “What am I doing? I’m staying. You’re leaving. No, you’re leaving and I’m staying. No.”

He’s right. I went there. And I shouldn’t have.

Luke jumps out of the car and sprints over to me.

“Hey.” He reaches out but doesn’t touch me. “I thought we were acting like old times. Sorry.”

“This is not like old times in any way, shape, or form.”

“I know. But we had a comfort level. I guess I still feel it, so I got too...graphic.” His arm is still outstretched.

I throw up my hands. “I’m leaving now.”

“Wait. Let me show you my house. It’s historic. You like history.”

“Some other day.” Meaning, never. I step into my car.

“I have ghosts.”

I pause and peek at him over my shoulder. Olde Towne Ghost Tours is still my main source of income. Charleston ghosts are my bread and butter. “You mentioned that before. What kind of ghosts?”

“Moany Maroney and an ectoplasmic cat.”

I set my foot back on the driveway and slowly turn. “Moany Maroney?”

“That’s what I named him. Or her. Just now actually. All I know is I hear moaning. Only at night. And there’s an invisible feral cat that meows like it’s about to tangle with a demon.”

“How old is your house?”

“It was built in 1810. I can show you around.”

Luke’s managed to pique my interest but setting foot anywhere near his bedroom seems like a bad idea.

“I better not,” I say. “We need to keep our relationship professional.” Despite my unprofessional comments just moments ago.

Luke crosses his arms and leans on my car. He mulls over my last statement and then says, “Professionally speaking, we need to plan our next date. The internet audience is waiting.”

My insides cringe. I manage to maintain a blank expression. He has a point. Unfortunately. Luke and I are trending on Instagram and it’s driving subscriptions. How...complicated. Single, independent me knows I should run away screaming, but the businesswoman in me can’t resist an opportunity to grow my subscriber base. I also can’t resist my sudden idea to get date number two over with as soon as possible.

I dig through my purse to find my phone. After climbing out of the car, I pull up Instagram and start a Live.

“Hey, fam. Cassie here. I’m just going to dive into this livestream. I don’t know if you caught my interview on I107, but if you didn’t, you can stream it on their website. Anyway, guess who’s with me?” I adjust the camera, so Luke is visible over my shoulder. His surprised expression quickly drops when he realizes he’s live.

“Hey, family,” he says slowly.

“Yeah. Like we said in our interview with Chris Sands, we decided to go on a second date. We know you guys are here for it, and so are we. This is officially date numero two.” I hold up two fingers. “Luke’s gonna show me around his house. You guys, he lives in a historic mansion. I’m not going to say where because I know you guys would stalk him.”

“Good idea,” Luke says. “Not the stalking part. That’s bad. Bad idea. But the whole not letting people know where I live. That’s good.” He dips his head next to mine, so close our cheeks almost touch. He still smells bad—an unhappy pairing of sweat and manufactured fragrance—but I feel a zing of electricity in my arm where his bumps into mine.

“Not that I don’t trust you.” Luke squints at my phone. “All fifteen of you. I totally don’t think you would stalk me because stalking is illegal. Also, you have no idea how bad I smell.”

“He’s telling the truth,” I say.

“If you don’t mind...” Luke angles my front-facing camera toward the ground. “I don’t want them to see my house.”

“Oh. Sure.”

I record our feet as we walk up the driveway and around to the back door. We enter through a mudroom that’s occupied by a very large dog.

“This is Korg,” Luke says as the dog eagerly paws my jeans. I crouch and give the audience a good look at Korg’s smoky gray coat and floppy ears. He licks me on the cheek in greeting.

“No, Korg. Bad boy.” Luke grabs the dog’s collar as I stand. He leans into view. “Cassie doesn’t like dogs.”

“I don’t dislike dogs. I just don’t like slobber.” I wipe my cheek with the back of my hand.

“Korg is a slobberer, and he doesn’t care who knows it.”

“Great,” I say and then flash the audience a stiff smile. “Oh. Hi JuJu5. It’s great to see you too. You subscribed?” I raise my free hand to my head. “That’s awesome. Come back and tell me how your first date goes.”

Korg runs into the kitchen, and Luke follows him.

“I’m going to flip the camera around, okay?”

I start recording from my back-facing camera as I enter the kitchen. It doesn’t live up to the house’s promise of grandeur. The cabinets look like they were born in 1980, and the counters are dull with stains here and there. A large island takes up most of the room, a big slab of gray composite that Luke hasn’t bothered to decorate.

“One of your cabinets is open,” I say, but Luke is already on it. He walks over, inspects the hinges. Opens and closes the door. Tries to jiggle it, but it’s firmly attached. “I forgot to tell you about my third ghost that haunts the kitchen. Well, it may only haunt this particular cabinet. I won’t know until I take a sledgehammer to it on demo day.”

As an owner of a ghost tours company, I believe in ghosts. Obviously. However, I don’t believe every story I hear. I require proof. An open cabinet door is not proof.

“I don’t think cabinets can be haunted,” I say.

“This one is. It opens by itself. By itself,” he repeats to our live audience, leaning forward for emphasis.

“The hinge must be loose.”

“The hinge isn’t loose. C’mere. Feel it.”

I walk over, swing the door a few times, shrug. “Maybe it’s warped.”

Luke hogs the camera. “It’s haunted,” he says definitively.

I laugh and take a step back. “You’ll have to get an exorcist in here to give you an opinion.”

“Do they give estimates? Because I may have a dead Civil War soldier and an angry ghost cat in need of rehoming too.”

“You’ll have to ask them,” I say.

Luke gestures to his cabinets like Vana White. “Clearly, the kitchen needs a little work to keep up with the Joneses. I’m thinking white shaker cabinets, quartz countertops, glass tile backsplash. That’s what my interior designer suggested, anyway. Let’s move on to the family room.”

Korg circles my legs as I head to the double-wide doorway leading to the next room. I record everything, including the apparition on the couch that almost makes me toss my phone into the air.

“Mom!” Luke hollers. “Stop doing that. You don’t even have the TV on. What are you doing here?”

“I’m having a vodka tonic. Or two. Or three. Your father called.”

Luke leaps over to me and swipes the phone out of my hand, clicks it off, and then tosses it onto the leather sofa.

“Luke!” I say a little too loudly. My adrenaline is still spiked from the surprise encounter with the ghost of Luke’s mom. “We were doing a Live!”

“Not anymore.” Luke stuffs his hands in his pockets.

“You have to stop cutting them off like that.”

“No one wants to see this,” Luke says. “Trust me.”

“See what?” Cecilia Curtis says as she walks over to us, vodka tonic in hand, white flowing skirt trailing behind her. Korg sniffs the hem of her dress.

“No one wants to watch my drunk mother skulk around my house like a ghost,” Luke says. “It’s dark in here. You could have turned on the lights.” He walks over to the doorway and flips on the recessed lights.

“Why would anyone see me?” Cecilia says.

“We were doing an Instagram Live,” Luke answers.

“That’s what all the commotion was about?”

“Why are you drinking, Mom?”

“Your father called.”

“I get that, but why did a conversation with Dad drive you to drink? Wait.” Luke rests his hand on my forearm. “I’m not sure you should hear this.”

I definitely shouldn’t hear this, but Luke’s mom is between me and my phone. Maybe I should just leave it on the couch and make a run for it. I can always buy a new phone.

“That’s what you do when you’re sulking about Cassie,” Cecilia says, her voice wobbly. “You get drunk and spill your guts.”

I feel my eyes go wide. Warning bells go off in my head, and I’m pretty sure an “Abort” sign flashes on my forehead in bright red capital letters.

“Mother,” Luke growls. He narrows his eyes at his mother and tips his head toward me.

Cecilia and I lock eyes and recognition lights her face. “Cassie! He won you back! I’m so happy. Come in for a hug.”

My body feels like it’s slowly oozing to the floor. If I don’t get out of this house now, I’m going to sink into a pile of mortification.

Cecelia approaches enthusiastically and I have no choice but to catch her. Her bony arms wrap around me like we’re long-lost besties, which we most definitely aren’t. When Luke and I were dating, we went to Chicago a couple of times a year, once for an overnight weekend. I’ve seen her, like, seven times max?

She lets go of me and veers toward Luke, arms outstretched and ice tinkling in her glass. “I told you she’d take you back. How could she not? Just look at that face.” Cecelia squeezes Luke’s cheeks between her thumb and forefinger and then she encircles him with her arms, first looking up at him and then resting her temple on his chest. A moment later, her nose crinkles and she takes an abrupt step back. Vodka splashes out of her glass and onto the floor.

“You need a shower, son. Right now. Go upstairs.”

“No, Mom. I’m not—”

“Go. You’re stinking up the place. Cassie’s not going to snuggle with you when you’re smelling like that.”

My cheeks flare with heat.

Luke glances at me nervously and then refocuses on his mother. He rests his hands on her shoulders. “You’re drunk, Mother.”

“This house has eight bathrooms. Pick one.” She escapes his grip and shoos him away. “Go on. It’ll only take five minutes. Clean yourself up. Cassie and I can talk about old times.”

“I am not—” Luke shakes his head and wags his finger between me and his mother. “Nope.”

“Fine. You never listen to your mother.” Cecelia hobbles into the kitchen with us in tow. She starts opening cabinets, rummaging through Luke’s food.

“What are you doing?” Luke asks.

“I need more booze.”

“No,” Luke says emphatically. “You don’t.”

“If I’m going to have sex with your dad, trust me, I need more booze.” She continues rummaging.

Luke looks at me. “She’s not normally like this.”

He hurries over to his mom, turns her away from the cabinets, and takes her glass. After pouring her drink into the sink, he refills the glass with water. “Here,” he says handing it to her. She chugs it, oblivious to the water spilling onto her cheeks and down her dress.

“Um... I’m going to go?” I point to the back door.

“No. Stay,” Cecelia pleads. “I need girl talk. Luke won’t understand.”

“I understand you are not sleeping with Dad, under any circumstances,” Luke says sternly. “That’s not happening.”

“You don’t get to decide,” Cecelia says.

“Yes, I do. You can’t stand Dad.”

“I can’t, but he offered to give me the beach house in Cancun if I meet him down there next week.”

“You said you don’t have a price.”

“Everyone has a price.”

“Have you heard of a booty call?” Luke asks.

“I think I should leave,” I say, this time a little louder.

Cecelia looks at me beneath hooded lids. “I need your advice, Cassie. You and I are kindred spirits.”

“We are?” I inch toward the back door.

“We’ve both loved men who cheated on us.”

“Mother, stop. You’re drunk.”

“I’m not drunk. I’m tipsy. And I know what a booty call is.”

“If you go to Cancun, that’s a booty call. You’re seriously considering having a booty call. With Dad.”

“First of all, you have no room to talk. Secondly, a house on the ocean, Luke. We could go whenever we wanted. Even the seafood smells better in the tropics.”

“I can buy you an ocean house,” Luke says.

“What would you do, Cassie? Would you answer Luke’s booty call if he offered you a house in Cancun?”

I shake my head.

Cecelia tucks her chin and peers at me. “One night of sex for a house on a beach?”

“No. I don’t think I would.”

“I would never ask her to,” Luke says.

Cecelia throws up her hands. “You two are no help.” She slumps onto the island. Luke grabs her before she slides to the floor.

“You need to lay down,” he says.

“Will you read me a bedtime story?” Cecelia slurs.

I cover a grin with my hand. Luke catches me. “This isn’t funny.”

He’s right. This isn’t funny. I’m learning too much about Cecelia’s sex life and Luke’s feelings for me. So why am I still smiling?

“Green eggs and spam with a can of yams. Ya-mmmmm. My lips are vibrating!”

Cecelia throws an arm around Luke’s neck and leans into his chest. A second later, she pushes off and waves her hand in front of her nose. “Where did you get that cologne? Dollar Tree?”

“It’s not cologne. It’s deodorant.”

“It’s not working.”

I can’t stand back and watch Luke struggle with Cecelia’s weight any longer. I join him on the other side of the island.

“Thank God, Cassie.” Cecelia throws both arms around my neck. “You smell like lavender.” She buries her nose into my hair, and I lose balance and fall backward.

Luke dives behind me and props me up. Somehow, we divide his mom between us and shuffle her back into the family room. We carefully lay her down on the leather sofa and Luke covers her in a knitted blanket. Before he can stand, she grabs his shirt and pulls him closer. “If I want a house by the ocean, I’ll have a house by the ocean. You can’t stop me.”

“Sure, Mom.”

I grab a throw pillow and tuck it under Cecelia’s head. “You’re such a sweetheart, Cassie. I always knew you were the one. I’m glad Luke finally realized it.”

Ice flashes through my veins. I stand stiffly, steal a glance at Luke, but he’s looking away, his lips in a firm line like he felt the same surge of panic.

“Okay. I’m headed out,” I say hurriedly. “Take some Tylenol in the morning, Cecelia. You’ll feel better soon.”

She pulls the blanket up to her chin and snuggles into the pillow. “I feel amazing. Ya-mmmmm. It tickles.” She giggles, snorts, and then laughs.

“Great. Um.” I feel like I’m forgetting something. My phone. Luke moved it to the end table before we tucked Cecelia in. I take a deep breath, straighten my shirt, and walk over to my phone, and consequently, Luke. As I feared, he touches my elbow.

“Can we talk? On the front porch?”

I grab my phone and shove it into my back pocket. “This has been...enlightening? But I really need to go.”

“I really need to talk.”

“Didn’t your mom already say everything?”

“Exactly. Thanks, Mom.”

We both glance at her still form. She’s already asleep.

Luke looks desperate. What can he say to me that I don’t already know? He’s been sulking about me to the point of inebriation and then drunk dialing his mom, telling her his secrets, making her think I’m the one. I feel like I’ve descended into an alternate universe. I’m embarrassed, alarmed, mortified. But also...humored. My ex who cheated on me has been pining for me for who knows how long, and his drunk mother ratted him out. This day could be a sitcom episode.

I look at Luke, contemplate his worried expression and defeated stance, and can’t help but smile. Life with Luke always was full of laughter and surprises.

“Fine,” I say. “Walk me out?”


Chapter 10


Luke

That couldn’t have gone any worse.

A storm of emotions is swirling in me. It’s a tornado in there: bits of my shattered self-confidence whirling around tiny specks of my obliterated pride, fueled by squalls of embarrassment. My mom picked a great time to fuel up on vodka.

I follow Cassie onto the front porch. She turns, folds her arms, and looks up at me with amusement lining the corners of her eyes. That’s a good sign. She’s not flaming mad.

“I am so sorry,” I say after closing the door behind us. “I’ve never seen her that drunk.”

“Is your mom living with you?”

“She’s supposed to be staying in the guest house, but she seems to think she has free, unlimited access to the main house.”

Cassie nods. “I think you’re going to have to restock your liquor cabinet, then.”

“The only thing going in there from now on is pop and Gatorade. My drinking days are over except for the occasional glass of wine.”

“Alcohol does seem to get you into trouble,” Cassie says.

“Understatement?”

Cassie nods again and looks down at her shoes.

I dare to step closer. I feel raw, exposed, more vulnerable than I’ve ever been. It allows her presence to seep into me and penetrate my core. Part of me wants to run and hide, the other wants to collect her in my arms, bury my head in her hair, and let her know she’s safe. The fact that I ever made her feel unsafe eats away at me, every day just a little bit more. I might not be much of a man in ten years if I don’t get back with Cassie or force myself to move on. I can’t keep this up.

“Those things my mom said—”

Cassie holds her hand inches from my chest. I want to grab it. I stuff my hands in my pockets instead.

“You were drunk,” she says. “We all say stupid things when we’re drunk.”

I fall back a bit, slump, and nod. “Sure.”

“You don’t have to be embarrassed.”

“Oh, I’m embarrassed. Trust me.”

Cassie chuckles. “Ya-mmmmm.”

I laugh with her. “I can’t believe she’s thinking about getting back with Dad.”

“It didn’t sound like she was planning on getting back with him. Just, you know, doing it once for old time’s sake.”

I wince and then rub my hand over my face. “Why did I let her move onto my property?”

Cassie flicks a gnat away from her face. A wisp of hair falls in front of her eye. She smooths it to the side. “I think it’s nice of you to let her live here. We need to take care of our family.”

Sometimes silence feels thin, like crossing a tightrope. Other times it’s a warm blanket. This silence feels warm, protective, full of potential. I wonder if it feels the same to her.

She clears her throat. “I gotta go. I have work tomorrow, and preparations are required. And sleep.”

“You hardly sleep.”

“I’m just really tired today.” She yawns. I think it’s fake, but it makes me yawn anyway.

“Sorry,” she says. “I’m contagious.”

“Listen. I don’t think that counts as date number two. How about—”

“We livestreamed it. That makes it official.”

I feel like I’m making headway with Cassie. She’s reticent, but I sense something, a look in her eye that she’s unable to hide. I think it’s safe to try again. No pressure. An innocent question.

“We have a neighborhood meeting on Thursday.”

Cassie flashes me an odd look. I should have provided more context.

“Yeah, um. I have an idea. From one professional to another. If I have paranormal activity in my house—”

“If.”

“We know my house is old. The odds that someone or someones have died here are pretty high.”

She shrugs.

“All these homes are old.” I motion to my neighbor to the left. “This could be an untapped market. What would you think about adding a few stops to your ghost tours? We could...or you could bring it up at the neighborhood meeting to see if people have stories and if they’re willing to buy-in to the idea.”

Cassie cocks her head. Her eyes move side-to-side, her right brain and left brain working in tandem.

“It’s at six thirty,” I add. “I could introduce you.”

She lifts her chin and smacks her neck. Mosquitos. They’re relentless.

“It’s not a terrible idea,” she says after giving her neck a good scratch.

My lips break into a smile.

“But I don’t know. I’m really busy with both businesses at the moment. I don’t know if I have the bandwidth.”

It’s not a “no.” I take that as a victory. “Think about it.” I mask my excitement. If I show too much, it might scare her away.

“Okay.” Cassie shrugs again, allowing her hands to join in. “Well. Today’s been...odd? I guess I’ll talk to you later.” She descends the porch steps.

I don’t want to take my eyes off her petite frame, the gentle swell of her hips, but if she catches me staring, she’ll know it’s true. Everything my mom said is true. So, I enter the house before she climbs into her SUV.
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My mom sleeps heavily through the evening. She doesn’t stir, doesn’t move a centimeter. I rearrange her a couple of times to make sure she doesn’t lose a limb from lack of circulation. At eleven o’clock I decide it’s her fault if she has to amputate body parts, and I go to bed.

When I wake up on Tuesday morning, I feel hopeful about my chances with Cassie despite my mom’s drunken word vomit last night. Cassie has a few days to think about my suggestion, and if I know her well—which I do—I expect her to jump on my idea to expand her tours to Benton Street. I can’t believe I thought of that on the fly.

In some ways, I feel like a teenage boy. I want to poke her arm, smack the back of her head in that annoying flirtatious way hormonal teenage boys do—their way of saying, “Hey I like you. Want to come to my neighborhood meeting Thursday night?”

But I’m no longer pubescent. I’m far from needing little blue pills, but my testosterone is on the downswing. In other words, I have a little more control. A little.

I’m reminded of that every time I replay last night’s front porch encounter with Cassie. I keep thinking about her hands, turning the image over and over in my mind, how thin and delicate her fingers are, beautiful enough to sell diamond rings and lotions and acrylic nails. I’m savoring the little details, like the cute curve of her pink nails, the way they gently round off at the tips.

I can’t sit around thinking about Cassie all day. I need to get my head back in the game. My whenever-I-feel-like-it, lackadaisical work schedule ends today.

Korg stirs as I sit up and swing my legs off the bed. As soon as I open the bedroom door, he sprints into the hallway. I let him out the front door to do his business and give him a few minutes to run free before calling him back in.

We both head into the kitchen. I fill his water bowl and dump a can of Pedigree into his food dish, and then I pop a pod into my Keurig. As the coffee is brewing, I see movement out of the corner of my eye. Goosebumps cascade down my arms and the skin on the back of my neck prickles.

It’s the cabinet door again. The one on the end that keeps opening by itself. I look over in time to watch the door swing slowly and then stop abruptly. Not weird at all.

I walk over and poke the bottom corner of the door with my index finger and send the door back where it came from, then I walk over, reopen the door, and wiggle it back and forth while eyeballing the hinges to see if they’re out of whack. They seem stable and tight, just like they were yesterday when I checked them. And the day before that.

Option 1: the cabinets are haunted.

Option 2: the kitchen is haunted.

Option 3: my house is haunted.

I’m going with Option 1. Luckily, the cabinets are leaving the premises soon, most likely under duress caused by sledgehammers and crowbars. I might just demolish the uppers myself to make sure it’s done right.

I shake off the eerie feeling and throw together a breakfast before the cabinet door decides to open on its own again. With breakfast in hand, I head to my office for my first honest day of work in two months.

I took time off to get Mom and me moved and settled. Financially, I could draw from my investments indefinitely, but I’m only thirty-five. It’s too early to retire. Besides, I like what I do.

My office is the only room in the house that I’ve bothered to “decorate.” I bought a couple of bookshelves, unpacked my graphic novel collection and my Funko Pop figures, pulled the moving paper off my ridiculously ornate solid wood desk (an impulse buy after I made my first million), and brought in my ergonomic Eames chair. I have dual monitors set up, so I don’t have to hunch over my MacBook. A cheap little ring light sits behind the monitors to brighten my face during virtual meetings.

The moss green walls lack picture frames or other ornamentation. A few cobwebs lace the corners. The bundle of cords at my feet is a technological nightmare. Regardless, I can function in here. I’ll let my interior decorator tend to the details.

My checklist for Stratos Capital’s Charleston office is basic: find an office space, hire an office manager, schmooze with local investors, see if they want a piece of our Charleston branch. That’s when the hard work starts, the part where I facilitate local business development and while doing so, roll up my sleeves and find brilliant people with brilliant ideas that can launch us all into the financial stratosphere. I built the L.A. office from scratch. I can do it again.

At ten o’clock, my partners and I meet with an L.A.-based startup that has developed a line of masculine soaps called Ironforge, like Dr. Squatch but with more sophisticated fragrances, so the owner says. Without the advent of smell-o-vision, I can’t say whether their scents are anything special. I ask the business owner to send me their entire line and the entire Dr. Squatch line for comparison. The man-scent market might be too saturated, but I won’t know until our market analysts run the numbers.

After the meeting, my grumbling stomach tells me I need a snack. I head toward the kitchen with Korg on my heels. He does a little dance by the front door, so I let him out. Fall temperatures have finally descended into South Carolina. It’s not the crisp fall of Chicago, but at least it’s not scorching hot. I sit on the porch steps while Korg runs around smelling every inch of the front yard. When he finally finds an acceptable place to pee, he lifts his leg for what seems like five minutes. I swear that dog has a steel bladder. Finally, the stream reduces to a trickle. He claws at the dirt with his back legs to mark his territory, as if the pee wasn’t enough. I cluck my tongue, and he comes running.

We both enter the kitchen enthusiastically, to the chagrin of my hungover mother. She’s slumped at the eat-in table, cradling her head in her hands.

“Rough night?” I ask as I head to the fridge.

She peeks at me and rolls an eye. I assume her other eye rolled with it, but her hand is covering that side of her face.

Korg perches next to my mom, tongue out, panting, waiting for pets.

I grab cold cuts and cheese from the fridge and toss them onto the island. “Want a ham and cheese sandwich?”

Mom groans.

I didn’t figure. “How about a glass of water and some Tylenol?”

She flutters a hand in the air, and I take it as a yes.

I grab a bottle of Tylenol from the cabinet by the fridge, fill up a glass of water and take it over to her.

“I don’t think it will help,” she says.

“Might not.”

She uncrumples herself long enough to dispense two pills from the bottle, toss them into her mouth, and take a sip of water.

I walk back to the island to make my sandwich. Korg gives up hoping for Mom’s affection and curls on the floor by her feet. When I sit across from Mom with the sandwich in one hand and my own glass of water in the other, Mom winces.

“What,” I ask.

“The smell.”

“I showered last night and this morning.”

“Not you. The sandwich.”

“Oh.” I stuff half of it in my mouth. “Sorry.” My voice is muffled by bread and sandwich guts.

“I had a dream about—”

“I don’t think you had any dreams last night. You were dead to the world.”

“I dreamed you brought Cassie home.”

I take a swig of water and send my inadequately chewed food down my esophagus. “That wasn’t a dream, Mom.”

Mom straightens. The distressed expression on her face tells me the simple movement required a great deal of effort.

“No.” She shakes her head.

“Yes.”

“I told her about my booty call with your dad.” Realization sends the corners of her lips southward.

“The booty call you’re not going to answer.”

“She thinks I’m a slut. She thinks I’ll trade sex for real estate.”

“Pretty much.”

Mom anchors her elbows on the table and rests her forehead against her palms.

She utters a loud groan. “Nooooo.”

“It’s not that bad. She knows you weren’t in your right mind.”

“I told her she was the one. I told her you think she’s the one!” Mom looks up and gapes at me.

“Yes, you did say that.”

“What else did I say?”

“You said I get drunk and sulk about Cassie in my free time.”

Her jaw drops again.

“You implied that I’ve won her back. Which I have not. I’m not done trying but you might have thrown a wrench in things. Oh. And you smelled her hair and told her she smells like lavender. You also said something about green eggs and spam.”

“It tickles.”

“Yup.”

“Luke, I’m so sorry. I don’t know what got into me.”

“Vodka.”

Mom groans again. “Did I ruin it between you two?”

I swallow the last part of my sandwich and lean back. Sunlight filters through the window to my left, lighting the tabletop and Mom’s salt and pepper hair. “I don’t know yet.”

“If you’re not back together, why was she here?”

“It’s complicated.”

“How so?”

I tell mom about our livestreamed blind date that ended with her telling me off, riding to I107 like Miss Gulch in The Wizard of Oz, the radio segment that actually went pretty decent, Cassie’s bright idea to livestream our second date so she could get out of having a real conversation with me.

Mom looks horrified. “Was I live on Instagram?”

“No. I swiped the phone out of her hand and shut off the stream.”

“Thank God.” Mom crumples onto the table again.

“I asked her to the neighborhood meeting Thursday, though, so all might not be lost. I’m waiting to hear back.”

“Why would she want to come to our neighborhood meeting?” Mom says in a muffled voice.

“I asked her if she’d like to expand her tour business to Benton Street.”

Mom peeks from behind her forearm and raises an eyebrow at me. “You’re having to jump through all these hoops. I don’t think she’s interested in you, Luke. Maybe it’s time to give up on her.”

“Why would I do that?”

“To save yourself grief.”

“She’s into me. She just doesn’t want to admit it.”

Mom rolls her eyes and then buries her head again. “Not all women are into you,” she says to the tabletop.

“I know, but my instincts tell me it’s not over yet.”

“My instincts tell me to brush my teeth and take a shower.”

My text notification goes off. I pull the phone from my back pocket, expectant, hoping, only to have my spirits dashed. It’s Macy.

Call me. I need to talk to you.

I’m not sure why she always texts me to tell me to call her. But it is what it is.

Mom perks up. “Is it Cassie?”

“No. Work. I have to take this in my office. Drink lots of water. You’ll feel better eventually.” I stand and pat her on the back on my way to my office, Korg trailing dutifully behind me.

I make sure the office door latches, which guarantees a smidgen of privacy assuming Mom doesn’t put her ear to a glass on the other side of the door. She doesn’t know I’m financially supporting Macy and given her recent inability to keep secrets, that’s for the best. After popping my AirPods into my ears, I dial.

“Hey,” Macy answers dully.

“Why do you always text me to call you? You realize instead of all that thumb exercise you could just punch a single button?”

“I don’t want to bug you in the middle of one of your fancy meetings.”

I guess she has a point. “Fine,” I concede. “How is Gabe?” Her phone calls are usually about Gabe and the extra costs he incurs.

“He’s sick again. His doctor said it’s another ear infection. He told me to take Gabe to a specialist.”

“An otolaryngologist?”

“My doc called it an Ear, Nose, and Throat doctor, but I guess if you want to be fancy.”

“What’s with the ‘fancy’ quips?”

I hear a sigh on the other end. “Sorry. I guess I’m grumpy. I’m just so tired. Gabe won’t sleep through the night. He wakes up screaming every two hours.”

“Ear infections hurt,” I say remembering the time we went to Saint Joseph on Lake Michigan and a surprise wave slapped me in the head. I ended up with the worst ear infection of my life.

“Yeah,” Macy says.

“What did the ENT say?”

“He needs another set of ear tubes. Apparently his first set already fell out.”

I whistle. “Poor kid.”

“I’m going to need five hundred. That’s how much insurance won’t cover. And...”

I wait for her to finish. She doesn’t so I assume this next one will be a doozy.

“And?” I prod.

“My tires are bald. I’ve been putting it off but I’m starting to feel afraid to drive Gabe around in that thing.”

By “thing,” she means her 2006 Ford Focus. I’ve stopped short of buying her a new car. I’m willing to help but only so much. Gabe isn’t mine, but after nine months of thinking he was, I built an attachment. I can’t let him suffer because his mom can’t hold down a job for more than two months.

To be fair, it’s hard for Macy. Childcare in L.A. is the cost of a mortgage, and the mortgages out there make even upper middle class folks house-poor.

“I’ll transfer fifteen hundred to your account.”

Macy doesn’t answer immediately. I don’t know if she was hoping for more or what, but that’s my max.

“Thanks, Luke,” she says finally. “I really appreciate it. So does Gabe. Or he will when he’s old enough to know who’s supporting him.”

That last comment makes me cringe. When I agreed to help Macy after I found out she cheated on me, I didn’t set an end date. I should’ve. I should’ve provided expectations, stipulations. Does she think I’m going to send Gabe to college?

I rub my face.

“No problem,” I say. “Just make sure the money goes to its intended purpose.”

Macy scoffs. “I always do.”

“OK. Well. Then. I trust you.” No, I don’t. I don’t trust Macy. She cheated on me and lied about me being the father of her child.

But cheaters can change.

I’ve changed.

“Keep me updated on Gabe,” I say.

“I will.”

We say our goodbyes, and then I drop my earbuds on the desk.

Best case, Macy finds a good man and doesn’t need me anymore. Worst case, I end up needing a lawyer.

Either way, I can’t fix it today.

I tap my mouse to wake up my computer.

Back to work.


Chapter 11


Cassie

I can’t stop thinking about the moment on Luke’s porch when he stepped closer to me, when reason told me to retreat, but I stood firm instead and relished the proximity of his body, undeterred by his sweaty cologne smell, even intrigued by it. I have every reason to be cautious about Luke. There’s no need to count the reasons why. They’re in the forefront of my mind, enjoying a seat right next to Luke’s sexy, sweaty self.

I spend Tuesday trying to distract myself with business management tasks, switching from accountant to payroll specialist to IT business analyst to HR rep multiple times within two hours. One of my tour guides calls to change his tax withholdings, Drew calls to clarify system requirements, bills need to be paid, invoices need drafted and sent, office supplies need restocked.

It’s a busy day for walk-ins too. Five pairs of customers stop in to schedule tours. Some people still prefer face-to-face interactions over my scheduling app, usually older folks. I welcome the distraction. The human contact keeps me focused, versus those quiet moments where Luke Curtis slips into my consciousness uninvited.

At the end of the workday, I check my MatchAI and Instagram stats. The livestream of my “second date” with Luke has over forty thousand views and five hundred comments.

OMG, you two are so cute together.

You should legit start a reality TV show.

I want to hear more from Luke’s drunk mom.

Can’t wait for your third date. More streams please.

The livestream corresponds to a bump in mobile app downloads and new subscriptions. I shake my head then cover my eyes and lean back heavily in my office chair. It looks like Luke is my secret marketing sauce, but I’m not sure I like the taste. I’m not sure I don’t like it either. And that’s a problem.

I decide to call it a day and head back to my apartment, which is located behind the break room. I found this place based on a tip from someone in my Toastmasters’ group. My landlord rents the office and the studio apartment together. It’s allowed me to grow my business while maintaining a brick and mortar.

The apartment feels spacious even though the square footage is small. At less than three hundred square feet, it’s the smallest place I’ve ever rented. The high ceiling gives the illusion of space, and the large warehouse-style windows overlooking the alley bring in ample light. I can climb through a window to access the small balcony and fire escape, but when I do, Pudge glares at me from the windowsill. She doesn’t seem to understand that indoor cats do not belong in the wild.

My cat, Pudge, greets me at the door. I scoop her up in my arms. She starts purring and taps her nose to mine.

“You’d never cheat on me, would you, Pudge?” I’m pretty sure not, because her lady bits were removed years ago. Even so, she’d remain faithful. She always has. I’m her human and nothing’s going to change that. People could learn a lot from animals.

I go to bed early. For me anyway. At eleven thirty, my head’s on the pillow, but my eyes are still open. I’m counting all the ways Luke is wrong for me. So very wrong. From the cheating incident to his unrelenting stubborn insistence on getting his way to his shoelaces always coming undone. He’s a grown man and still hasn’t mastered the double knot.

When I finally drift off to sleep, I dream about kissing Luke. My unconscious mind has plenty of memories to pull from. It combines several vivid moments and produces visceral reactions like I’m kissing him in the flesh.

My brain is sabotaging me, even in sleep.

Wednesday starts as it always does, with a fresh cup of coffee and a bowl of Greek yogurt and granola. However, unlike most days, it’s combined with the residual warm, cozy feelings I always got after cuddling with Luke.

I’m going to have to bounce this problem off someone. Since Sarah’s coming into work today, she’s the lucky winner. I’ll wait for her to bring it up though. I feel like maintaining my boss-face today—the approachable, albeit slightly distant, version of myself. Boss Cassie is reasonable and in control. That’s how she gets stuff done.

“How did the radio segment go, boss?” Sarah asks five seconds after she arrives.

I beeline toward her. “We gotta talk.”

Sarah drops her purse on her desk and pulls out her chair.

I hired her two years ago when she was a freshman at College of Charleston. She’s my receptionist, customer service representative, personal assistant, friend, confidante, saving grace. She works three days a week, dutifully completing the tasks that spill off my to-do list. Lately, they’ve been pouring off. I plan to offer her a full-time gig after she graduates, assuming my ever-expanding workload doesn’t chase her away first.

“Are you firing me?” she asks.

“Why would I fire you?”

“I cooked your books. I told off a customer. I stole a pen.”

“You wouldn’t do any of that.”

“I might have stolen a pen.” She grabs her purse. Her sleek brown hair slips off her shoulders and hides her face as she digs.

I wave her off. “You can have it.”

“It’s a purple easy-glide gel pen.”

“Yeah. It’s fine.” I spread my hands by my ears and pace in a circle.

“Uh oh,” Sarah says. “She’s agitated.”

So much for staying reasonable and in control. “I dreamed about Luke last night.” The muscles in my face bunch up in desperation.

Sarah flips her hair and looks at me questioningly. “What kind of dream?”

“I kissed him. A lot.”

“I’ve dreamed about kissing Zac Efron.”

“That’s not the same. You haven’t actually kissed Zac Efron.”

Sarah cocks her head and pooches her lips. “I’ve wanted to kiss Zac Efron. And for me, that’s something. He probably eats his boogers and forgets to change his underwear though.”

“Yeah. You wanted to kiss him. Therefore, you dreamed about kissing him. Do you see the problem here?”

Sarah’s jaw drops along with her shoulders. “No!”

“Yes!”

“No!”

“Yes! His drunk mother said he thinks I’m the one.”

Sarah draws back. “She did?”

“She said he pines after me while drinking alcohol!”

My office mate, my friend, my confidante goes silent. Her shoulders slump, and she looks thoughtfully past me. Her lack of enthusiasm for my very pressing issue confuses me.

“What’s wrong with me, Sarah? Why did I dream about him? He cheated on me. He hacked my app. He invested in my company to control me.”

Sarah looks at me. “Are you sure about that?”

“Yes, I’m sure he cheated. I saw the text from the woman he almost kissed. She told him she’d do anything with him. Anything.”

“No, I mean, are you sure he’s trying to control you by investing in MatchAI?”

“Why else would he do it?”

“Maybe because he’s a venture capitalist and he believes in your business plan.”

I fold my arms, pace to the exposed brick wall, and then back to Sarah’s desk, repeating this process multiple times while Sarah manages to maintain her objective expression.

“I don’t think so,” I say finally. “I think this is all a ploy to reel me in and then crush me. It’s what he does for fun.”

Sarah leans back and anchors her head with her interlaced fingers. “I watched the livestream of your date.”

“You and thousands of others.”

“Have you watched it?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Maybe you should.”

I plant my hands on my hips and regard Sarah with distrust.

Sarah shrugs. “I’m just saying, maybe he’s changed. People do change.”

“They change their underwear.”

“Zac Efron probably doesn’t.” Sarah sighs.

“Even if Zac does, you’d find something else wrong with him.”

“I know. But you’re not really one to talk. You had guys all over you and you decided to marry a wet rag.”

“Michael wasn’t a wet rag.”

Sarah leans forward and drums her fingers against her desk. “I’m using your own words.”

“I called Michael a wet rag?”

Sarah nods.

I perch on the edge of Sarah’s desk and hang my head. “Wet rags don’t cheat.”

“Nope.”

This quickly turned into a role-reversal. The strong employee versus the weak boss. While rubbing my eyes, I ask, “What should I do?”

She scoots up to her desk and taps the end of the purple easy-glide gel pen that she managed to retrieve from her purse without me noticing. “Is there anything to do at this point?”

“He invited me to his neighborhood meeting tomorrow night. He wants me to put out feelers to see if there’s any community support for expanding our ghost tours there.”

Sarah tosses her pen in the air. It lands on the floor with a Clack! “We were just talking about expanding to new markets a few weeks ago.”

“I know. Strange, isn’t it?”

“It might be fate.”

I shake my head. “I think he’s just using it as an excuse to spend more time with me.”

“Maybe.”

“So, I shouldn’t go.”

“Or, you should because it could lead to expansion into a new market. And the Cassie I know never lets a good opportunity go to waste.”

“Are you trying to push me into Luke’s arms?”

“No. It doesn’t have to be about him. It could just be about you researching a business opportunity.”

I stare at my hands while I contemplate Sarah’s words. It’s true, I was thinking about expanding my tours to other markets.

After a deep breath, I stand. “Why do you want me to watch the livestream of my blind date with Luke?”

One corner of Sarah’s lips pinches into a smile. “Just watch it and see what you think.”

“How much do I owe you for this counseling session?”

“Nothing yet.” She’s smiling like she knows something I don’t know.

I’m not sure I want to know what she knows.

“Enough about me,” I say. “Let’s talk about you. Did you fill out a profile on MatchAI? You know I wave the subscription fee for employees.”

“Great,” Sarah says with a stiff, phony smile.

“You haven’t yet, have you?”

“I’d rather stick bamboo shoots under my fingernails. No offense.”

“None taken. I’ll make you a deal. If you press the Choose button once and it doesn’t work out, I’ll set you up with someone using my own personal magical matchmaking dust.”

“You’re going to make me do it, aren’t you?”

“I can’t force you, but... It would be good for business if you pressed Choose and found your soulmate. We could share your testimony on the website.”

Sarah groans and collapses in her chair. “He has to be clean,” she says to the ceiling while her arms dangle at her sides. “No weird moles. Definitely no skin tags.” She shudders. “Smell is important. He can’t stink, and I put musky colognes in the stink category.”

“I know you do. Anything else?”

“He should brush his teeth after every meal. And no coffee breath. I would never kiss a guy with coffee breath. Not even if he brushed his teeth five times before kissing me.”

“I don’t know if I have enough magic for you.”

“You don’t. Trust me.”

“But now I’m intrigued by the challenge.”

Sarah sits up and taps her keyboard to wake up her laptop. “I hate that you just described my love life as a ‘challenge.’”

“Sorry. I meant it in a good way. I enjoy matchmaking challenges. Clearly.”

“If my love life is a challenge for you, think about how bad it is for me. Never mind.” She flutters her hands by her ears. “I don’t want to think about it. I need to pay your bills.”

“I couldn’t run two businesses without you.” I give Sarah an air fist bump. She’s not a toucher. Also, she’s ignoring me.

“I know,” she finally quips as I slide up to my desk.
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Rain patters against the small window next to my bed while occasional thunder rumbles through the clouds. My wide eyes catch each flash of lightning, my loft captured in frames, imprinted on the camera roll of memory. I reach for my phone and tap the screen to check the time. 1:30. I should be asleep. But like last night, my mind is running on a hamster wheel.

I’m not thinking about Luke tonight. Not entirely. I’m mostly thinking about Michael, the “wet rag” I married.

When Michael returned to Charleston after his stint with the Army, we happened to join the same Bible study group. It was at Patty and Roger Jarret’s house on Saturday evenings, two-hours long and no later. Roger was a stickler about that. The first hour, we ate and fellowshipped on their back patio that Roger himself installed, each hexagonal paver meticulously placed over a bed of level sand. He was proud of that patio. The second hour, on the same patio, we pulled out our Bibles and guides and dug in.

The group was five married couples with their assortment of kids along with Michael and me, the two single sore thumbs. Naturally, we gravitated toward each other. We weren’t left out of conversations, we just couldn’t fully relate to the mayhem of children darting between our chairs and jokes about husbands who always leave the gas tank empty for their wives to fill up before she takes the kids to school.

So, we sat next to each other week after week learning about the Bible, thinking about how we might apply the concepts to our lives. And then, one night, Michael asked me out for coffee afterward.

We jumped right in. There was no, “What music do you listen to?” We already knew that about each other. No, “Where do you work? Where did you go to school? Do you have pets?”

Check.

Check.

Check.

Thus began our courtship, every Saturday evening after our small group, we went to Joe and Go, ordered our chai latte and butterscotch mocha, closed every date with a kiss that caused a tiny flutter in my stomach.

That flutter. It was something, right? Biblical love. Calm. Predictable. Trustworthy. No frills. No risk. So what if I sometimes felt bored? We had the rest of our lives to become un-bored. Once kids entered the picture, there’d be no time to be bored. We’d checked all the boxes. What could go wrong?

Now here I am. Twenty-eight. Too busy to date. Too busy to think about starting a family. Busy, busy, busy. With that busyness comes a buzz of white noise that mutes emotions, worries, doubts. Until it’s one thirty in the morning and I’m drowning in a downpour of regret, with a few rumbles here and there, Luke’s voice echoing through me. Do you want to come to my neighborhood meeting?

I was never bored around Luke.

A flash of lightning pierces the darkness. The clouds voice their annoyance with low, penetrating grumbles.

I sit up and grab my phone.

Nerves tickle my stomach as I open Instagram and click on my first Live with Luke. The video plays.

He’s sitting on the bench in Wetlands, standing up to greet me. We introduce ourselves for the “first” time. He’s not looking into the camera. He’s focused on me. Only me. There’s something about his expression. Like he just drank a glass of ice water after hours in the hot sun, that satisfaction of replenishing something that was sorely lacking.

Why didn’t I notice it during our date?

I was too caught up in past hurts, understandably so. Too stressed out about my launch, about Luke weaseling his way into my life.

My heart wasn’t ready.

A burst of wings flutters in my stomach, a chattering of starlings shifting in mid-flight.

I continue to watch.

We walk back to our corner table, and I set the phone on the stand so we’re both in view. Luke’s eyes linger on my hands for a moment, and then he sneaks a nervous look at my face while I focus on the camera, all business.

The tightness in my expression is almost imperceptible. I can see it. I’m not sure if the audience does. Luke has picked up on it. Everything about him reads caution: his posture, his frequent glances at me, the placement of his hands side-by-side on the table like he’s searching for equilibrium.

It’s nothing like the image I had in my mind that night. Through the filter of my anger, I saw an arrogant and pushy, manipulative man who was only out for himself. To be fair, what was I supposed to think? Was I supposed to welcome him with open arms? I don’t think so.

Next comes the part of the livestream where I field questions from the audience.

As I rattle off each question, Luke sinks lower in his chair. He seems to want to slink out of the video. I’m not sure what to make of it.

“SugarSquirrel says, why are you ignoring your date? We want to know if you guys are soulmates.”

Luke sits up straighter and looks at me. My jaw clenches. In response, Luke leans closer like he’s trying to protect me. He reaches over and rests his arm on the back of my chair.

I pause the video to study his face. His eyes exude concern, the intensity crossing rivers of time, hitting me now like it would have then if I’d only turned to look. They aren’t the eyes of someone playing the system to get his way.

I swipe up and close Instagram.

I don’t know if that’s what Sarah wanted me to see, but I know I’ve seen enough. The fluttering of nerves in my stomach turns into rumbles of anxiety, spurred on by the realization that I might have misjudged Luke.

Maybe he has changed.

Even if he has, do I care?
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On the evening of our second date, I walked to Joe and Go’s downtown flagship store on King Street through unseasonably cold October air with my hand-me-down, slightly worn, Goodwill bomber jacket zipped to the chin and a knitted red hat pulled over my ears.

Luke was outside waiting for me, the collar on his wool jacket turned up like it might buffer the cold, his hands stuffed deep in his pockets.

When we met eyes, I felt a sizzle deep within that radiated to my limbs—an internal kindling of heat that momentarily negated the need for my leather jacket.

“What are you doing out here?” I asked quizzically.

“Waiting for you,” he said with a smile. He raised his cupped hands to his lips and blew into them. A gold band glinted on his right ring finger. I hoped it belonged on the right and he hadn’t switched it from the left before I walked up.

“It’s cold out,” I said.

“I’m from Chicago. This is nothing.” He tugged open the door and reached behind me, gently guiding me inside with his hand.

The smell of freshly brewed coffee and warm pastries overcame us both and quickened our eager steps. Brown, tans, and occasional splashes of orange and green warmed the two-story space, which contained ample seating and booths on the first level, and more in the loft. The frigid temperatures had coaxed shoppers inside. They dotted the space, lounging comfortably in plush chairs with their hands folded around steaming cups of Joe and Go’s specialty coffee blends.

When we reached the counter, I ordered a matcha latte, a cinnamon swirl bagel, and threw in an egg biscuit at the last moment. He ordered a plain coffee and a chocolate croissant. We found an open booth by the floor-to-ceiling windows and snuggled in with our coffee and sweet treats.

“What’s that abomination you’re drinking?” He pointed to my cup. The matcha’s grassy green showed through its clear lid.

“For a rich guy, you don’t seem very cultured.”

“I have a business face and a normal face. This is my normal face.” He pointed at himself.

I studied his square jaw, the scruff on his slightly dimpled chin, his squarish cheek bones, and his neatly styled hair. We met eyes and I felt the simmer in my core again. It lit into a fire. Afraid he could see the flames licking my pupils, I looked down at the table.

“Is your business face on the back of your head? Like, does your head do a one-eighty and swivel around whenever you need to switch faces?” I fingered the sleeve around my cup.

Luke rubbed the back of his head and laughed. A nervous laugh that told me he’d seen more in my eyes than I’d wanted him to see. “I was speaking figuratively. That would be sweet though.”

I looked up. “I was thinking ‘freakish,’ but...”

“Honestly though, I work hard, and I play hard.”

How little I understood the implications of that statement at the time. Other than my momentary contemplation about the ring on Luke’s right finger, nothing about him that night screamed “I’m a cheater.” Later in our relationship, he told me about his cheating past, how he regretted his treatment of women, how he was done with that lifestyle. I chose to believe him. That’s how I got burned. Not from the inner fire he stoked in me, but from his fire for the opposite sex that he couldn’t contain.

“Can I try it?” Luke asked.

I slid my drink over to him, and he took a sip.

“I wouldn’t feed that to my dog,” he said.

“I wouldn’t own a dog.”

“Are you a cat person?”

I nod.

“How many do you own?”

“Just one. But he’s at my mom and Nana’s. My landlord won’t let me keep cats.”

“Because they scratch furniture and pee on everything.”

“He doesn’t pee anywhere, but he does leave random turds around.” I shrugged. “Nana’s tired of cleaning up after him. She wants me to give him back to the shelter, but that’s not going to happen. Mom’s on my side, so he’s safe with her. It’s a no-kill shelter, but it’s not exactly well-funded, so conditions are sketchy.”

Luke leaned onto his elbows and regarded me curiously.

I shrank into the booth. “What?”

He just smiled. It shot right through me. So many unspoken words in that smile.

“Your grandmother lives with your mom?” he said after the weird, electric bolt passed through me and dissipated against the cloth upholstery.

I twirled my finger in the air. “Opposite. Mom lives with Nana. After my dad died, we moved in with her. It works out because they can both take care of Granny without either one of them getting too worn out.”

“Who’s Granny?”

“My great grandmother.”

“Four generations of Searses under one roof.”

“That’s three generations. Math is hard.”

“I was counting your cat.”

“Oh. He’s adopted. He’s not from my gene pool.”

“When did your dad die?” Luke asked. His gaze shifted from playful to concerned.

“When I was still in grade school.”

“That must have been rough.”

I straightened, pulled the seal off my small container of cream cheese, and began slathering my bagel. “It was. But I had Mom and Nana. And Granny. We all lived with Mom’s income and Nana and Granny’s Social Security. It wasn’t a lot, but we got by. Nothing like how you grew up, I’m sure. Did you live in a mansion on Lake Michigan?”

“No. I grew up in a brownstone on Chicago’s north side. It was nice.”

“How nice?”

“Nice enough. Dad’s a well-known intellectual property lawyer up there. Money was never an issue.” Luke focused on his thumbnail as he scraped it with his opposite nail. “Listen. I know we just met, but I have some investment capital, and...”

“No, thank you.”

He looked at me, an amused expression on his face. “You don’t even know what I was going to say.”

“This is only our second date. It’s too early for you to give me hand-outs. And even if we have three dates, or four, I still won’t accept your money.”

“What if we have five?”

“Then I might consider it.” I smiled at him knowing I still wouldn’t. For one, I hardly knew him. Yet. And two, I needed to learn the ropes of business ownership before I’d be willing to risk anyone else’s cash but my own.

Five dates with Luke sounded nice though. Maybe more.

We chatted about our families for a while. His mom wasn’t from money and never fully adapted to her husband’s income, hoarding food like she had when she was growing up, over-buying toothpaste and other toiletries “just in case,” only traveling to the grocery store once a week to save gas, but then, overspending on large items like furniture and home remodels, and hiring a landscaper to care for their tiny yard.

When our food was gone and our coffee cups were drained, we lingered and talked about where we went to school, his stint on the swim team, my state qualifying run in the 800-meters, our current relative lack of fitness. We talked about our favorite spots in the city, the restaurants we frequented, and the crowded parking garages we’d both encountered that evening despite the uninviting weather.

“There’s always something going on downtown,” Luke said.

“On a Saturday night, yes. Even a cold Saturday night.”

“I suppose next time I should pick you up at your place.”

Despite my best efforts to suppress it, I smiled. “You won’t be impressed with my place.”

“I don’t mind.”

“You haven’t seen my apartment. But my neighbors are nice so it’s all good.”

Luke steadied his eyes on mine. “I’ll go anywhere you are.”

It was like a line out of a movie, yet it resonated deep within me. His voice hollowed out caverns in my heart and took residence there. I just met the guy and I wanted to go somewhere private and curl up with him.

“Okay,” I managed.

Luke grabbed his cup and then let the bottom clap back onto the table. He cleared his throat. “It’s getting late. Let me walk you to your car.”

In the parking garage, we stood next to my car, each searching for something to say. Luke settled on a smile, and then he pressed his lips to my forehead.

I felt like a Disney princess. He was the prince who’d come to impart his magical kiss. The power of it rolled through my body, transforming me from an old black and white movie to full technicolor. I could almost see the sparkles rising from my body, Walt Disney’s special effects on full display. All for a single kiss. On the forehead.

I had no idea what I was getting myself into.
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The thunderstorm has passed, but I’m still staring into darkness. Pudge stirs at my feet and awakens with a gravelly meow. Her paws press against my legs as she comes up to give my face a sniff. Realizing I’m awake, she breaks into a loud purr.

I reach up and rub her head. “Hey, lady.”

She presses against my hand, deepening her massage, and then settles on my chest, her body offering a reassuring weight to my heart, a grounding effect that helps clear my mind.

“What should I do, Pudge?”

She meows in response.

“I know, but the way he forced himself back into my life tells me he still has some boundary issues.”

Another meow.

“You think?”

Pudge opens her mouth and chirps.

“We’d be the first ghost tour company to expand over to Benton Street. We’d be taking the lead.”

Meow.

“Fine. If you think it’s a good idea, I’ll go.”

Careful not to disturb Pudge, I reach for my phone. Texting this late might strike him as odd. It is odd. But he knows I don’t sleep much.

I pull up our last conversation and add I’ll come to your meeting. Tell me the time and place.


Chapter 12


Luke

I’m staring at the text Cassie sent me last night, and I have questions. Why was she thinking about my neighborhood meeting, and possibly about me at 3:12 in the morning? She’s never been one to sleep a lot, but that’s late, even for her. Loud storms passed through last night, but they were gone by two. The most reasonable explanation is that she was awake thinking about me. I can hope.

I told her to meet at the United Methodist Church at seven thirty. It’s pushing eight. Maybe she took a siesta and forgot to set her alarm.

This church is Cassie’s cup of tea. It’s a simple one-story building with a steep pitch, a welcoming porch, and black shutters against white siding. The sanctuary is bright with tan carpet and walls, white trim, and a fresh coat of white paint on the pews. Behind the altar, arched molding creates a large-gridded window, each faux pane painted a medium-toned gray. The straight-back pine pews are original to the building, and they feel like it.

I shift my weight and stretch my left leg to reinvigorate the blood-flow to my foot. Meeting-goers sparsely populate the front half of the church, while I hold down the back of the sanctuary.

I’m new to the neighborhood, and this is the third meeting I’ve attended. I know people by the names scribbled on their tags. Since I’m in the back, I can’t make out the name of the gentleman who’s speaking at the podium. I think he said his name is Ed, but it could have been Ned. Or Ted. Or Red. I don’t know.

I’m bored.

Ed (we’ll go with that) is talking about exterior paint. We’ve paid big bucks for our houses, and we don’t want the neighborhood going down the tubes, plus we have to keep the Charleston Historical Foundation happy. That means if you have peeling paint, Ed is going to call you out about it. If the offender is not at tonight’s meeting, Ed is going to make a motion to send out a notification of noncompliance through the mail.

The door to the sanctuary closes softly. Anticipation replaces my boredom. I look over and Cassie raises her eyebrows at me. She clutches her purse and sits across the aisle.

I walk over and crouch so she can hear. “We can move up. I was just hanging back to wait for you.”

“I’m fine here,” Cassie whispers.

I measure the space between her knees and the next pew with my eyes. I think I can fit. She half-stands while I sidle past. A few disgruntled noises escape her throat. The space is a little tighter than I thought.

I sit, leaving two feet of pine bench between us. “Are you nervous?” I ask in a hushed tone.

When we were dating, Cassie told me about her high school speech class. She left crying after her first speech because she got stage fright and couldn’t finish. The rest of the class was a struggle against her nerves and her fear that she’d blank out in front of everyone again.

Cassie shakes her head. “I’m fine.”

“I can do the talking if you want.”

She glares at me.

“Or not.”

We listen to Ed talk for a few more minutes. When he’s done, an elderly lady replaces him and goes on a ten-minute rant about her raccoon problem. They’ve been digging through her trash, knocking the cans over, and spreading litter across her yard. A few people chime in that they have the same problem. The group unanimously agrees to use the maintenance fund to hire a pest control expert to humanely catch the trash pandas.

When she returns to her seat, silence falls over the room.

I tap Cassie’s arm. “I think it’s our turn.”

Without a word, she plops her purse into my lap and walks to the front. I trail behind her and find a seat behind Ed. Or Ned. Or Ted.

I’d planned to brief her, give her an idea of who she’s dealing with—a roomful of people who are used to throwing money around to get their way and who are very opinionated about insignificant details.

Cassie’s serene expression is a good start. If she wins them over with her charm, they might be open to the idea of allowing random groups of strangers into their neighborhood to fawn over their mansions. Maybe they’ll even have a few ghost stories to share.

Cassie begins her spiel by acknowledging me and thanking everyone for a chance to speak. She introduces herself as the owner of Old Towne Ghost Tours and expresses her interest in Charleston’s history. She rattles off several historical facts, including the city’s founding year, 1670, and its importance during the Revolutionary and Civil Wars as a trade center.

No wonder she didn’t want me to speak for her. She must have been up all night writing and rehearsing this speech.

While she’s pitching her idea to begin hosting ghost tours along our street, I have no choice but to gaze at her. I enjoy the perfect way her lips form words, the softness she projects while maintaining an air of authority. My eyes trace the ruffles on her orange blouse. The fabric falls in gentle rolls along her neckline and the bottoms of her sleeves.

She meets my eyes and blinks rapidly. I look down, grab the Bible from the slot on the back of the pew, and start flipping through it.

After completing her sales pitch, she rounds the podium and hands everyone a business card.

“I’d love to hear your stories,” she says. “You can send them to my email on the card. I’m interested in any local ghost stories you’ve heard as well as general historical facts about your homes and neighborhood.”

The mood in the room seems friendly. No one complains about her idea or grumbles about the potential intrusion on their properties. I expected a few people to balk.

The president of our neighborhood non-profit stands to close the meeting. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Sears,” he says. “We’ll write up your proposal in our weekly newsletter and schedule a time to vote on it.”

Cassie shakes his hand and then joins me in the pew. She gives me a funny look. I realize I’m still holding the Bible.

“Light reading.” I drop the Bible back into the slot.

“Was I that boring?” she says in a low voice.

“Not at all. You did great. Since when did you become such an amazing public speaker?”

“I joined Toastmasters a few years ago.”

The meeting wraps up and my neighbors file down the main aisle. A couple of people stop to let Cassie know they have stories and will be emailing her. This buoys my already elated spirit. I’m sitting next to Cassie, and I may have landed her a new business opportunity. I feel like a teenager and a brilliant, mature businessman simultaneously. The synergy creates a tangible fuel, harnessable power that I use to utter my next sentence:

“Do you want to grab a bite to eat?”

Cassie studies my face and then shrugs. “Sure.”

Running to the altar screaming “Praise Jesus” might turn Cassie off. Instead, I say, “I know a great place by the harbor.”
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We head up Cumberland Street, my car in front and Cassie following closely behind in her SUV. I tried to convince her to let me drive us both. No bueno. I didn’t press the issue, afraid she might back out altogether.

The Flagship Bar and Grille sits on the east side of Concord Street overlooking Charleston Harbor. The tan, vinyl-sided building has a generous porch overhang with a metal, barn-style roof, and a gabled two-story entrance.

We exit our cars, Cassie lets me open the restaurant door for her, and we’re immediately seated in a spacious booth overlooking the water with a prime view of the pier. Cassie sits first, and I move to sit across from her, but she motions me to her side. My heart skips a couple of beats, not enough to put me in cardiac arrest, but enough to let me know the nerves are kicking up. I don’t want to read too much into her gesture, but I think she’s starting to soften.

The sparkling water, illuminated by twilight, acts as a backdrop for Cassie’s shoulders and hair while the yellow-tinged pendant light above the table softly illuminates the gentle curves of her cheekbones, chin, and forehead. I force myself not to stare, instead sweeping my eyes around the room to get a feel for the place.

The restaurant’s atmosphere is rustic—wood-paneled walls and booths, wide-open ceilings with wooden beams crisscrossing throughout. I hope the food lives up to the cozy décor and the savory aromas coming from the kitchen.

We both study our menus making random approving comments about the fare: fried green tomatoes, crab and spinach dip, shrimp three ways. Soon, our waitress arrives to take our drink orders.

“Hi, I’m Sonja. I’ll be taking your order tonight.”

“I’ll just have water,” I say.

This place needs stricter wardrobe standards. Sonja’s blue jeans are fair enough, but her black stretchy top barely covers what must be double Fs. We’re talking cleavage for miles. You could go on climbing expeditions on those.

“I’ll bring your drinks right out,” Sonja says.

When she’s gone, I mutter, “You could probably make fifty pacifiers out of all that silicone.”

“Her boobs aren’t fake.”

“You don’t think?”

“No, they jiggle too much. Also, please don’t say ‘boobs’ on camera.”

I sigh as Cassie pulls out her phone. Should have known this was coming. That’s why she wanted me to sit next to her. “We’re doing this again?”

“This is business,” she says. “We’re here to gain subscribers.”

“I’m here to eat crab legs and fried green tomatoes. And also to enjoy the panoramic views of Charleston Harbor.”

“The Instagram audience loves your face for some reason. You should post more on social media. You could monetize.”

“I don’t want to monetize my face.”

“Why not? You love earning money.”

“The love of money is the root of all evil.”

“Nice. Sitting next to Granny at church for two years rubbed off on you. You actually listened to Pastor Ellis.”

“How could I not? He screams.”

“He doesn’t scream. That’s just his preaching style.”

“Trying to scare me straight, I guess.”

She swipes up on her phone and taps her Instagram icon. “Scoot closer.”

We’re almost touching already, but I’m happy to oblige. I close the gap between us and reach my arm around her, allowing our bodies to touch. A second later, we’re live, which means I don’t have time to calm my excitement before the internet is staring at me. I’m basically hugging Cassie, and she hasn’t shoved me away.

We stare silently at the phone for a moment. I open my mouth to break the awkwardness, but Cassie jumps in first.

“Hey everyone. It’s date number three.” She holds up three fingers. “Luke is already drooling at the waitress, so I’m not sure how this is going to go.”

I gape at Cassie. “I am not.” I lean closer to her phone. “I’m not.”

“Hey SugarSquirrel. Good to have you back.”

I watch hearts float up Cassie’s phone screen while the audience count continues to grow. Don’t people have anything better to do on a Thursday night than live vicariously through me and Cassie’s third date? More like two hundred and third date, or more. But this is Cassie’s gig. I’ll keep playing along if it means I get to scoot in close and wrap my arm around her.

Sonja comes back. I have to duck so her boobs don’t hit me. Kidding.

I order my crab legs and fried green tomatoes. Cassie orders the shrimp three ways.

I can see why Luke was drooling, Hammer_Time says.

“I was not drooling,” I repeat into the camera.

Cassie swipes at me and laughs. “I was just joking. Luke is cool.”

My muscles relax. I settle against the booth and scan the comments as they pass.

Thanks for taking us along.

So great to see you two together again.

Bring back drunk mom.

Grabbing my popcorn. Can’t wait for the encore.

“Encore?” Cassie asks.

The kissing, making out...

I can tell Cassie wants to say something, but she holds back. She has to keep up the charade that we’re still feeling each other out, still trying to decide if we’re soulmate material. That means, at least for the Instagram audience, she can’t nix the possibility of an “encore.”

“How do you know we haven’t already kissed?” Cassie says.

An unexpected play. A little truthfulness tucked in with the lies. I like it.

OMG. Have you kissed???

Why didn’t you tell us?

Details!!!

Cassie looks at me and shrugs her right shoulder.

My lips are sealed, zipped, superglued, sewn shut. You get the idea. I’m not touching this one.

Cassie pulls in a breath and refocuses on her phone. “How about we field some questions while we wait for our food? What do you guys want to ask? It can be about me and Luke, MatchAI, anything.”

Yes. Forever the saleswoman, Cassie is hawking her wares. I can’t blame her. I’d do the same.

Have. You. Kissed??

Cassie looks at me again. My lips are locked, and the key is somewhere on the bottom of the bay. I think my placid expression clues her in that she’s on her own.

“No. We haven’t kissed. Next question. Luke, you choose one.”

The questions roll up the screen faster than I can read. I squint and tap the phone to try to slow them down.

What’s the verdict? Are you two soulmates?

I read it aloud to Cassie. I probably should have picked an easier one. “No, let’s not do that one. How about... ‘when are you guys going to...’” I clear my throat. “Let’s go with the first one. Cassie, are we soulmates?”

She doesn’t appreciate being put on the spot. I can tell by the way she’s slowly moving her jaw side-to-side. But she put me on the spot with this dumb Instagram Live thing. Calm down, you owe her this much.

“I think we gel. We always have,” Cassie says. “I mean, we’ve gelled on every date we’ve had so far. That’s four dates. I mean three. This makes three. Three total dates. Is that right?” She looks at me for reinforcement.

“It seems like way more than that.”

Awwww. That’s so sweet.

“Lucy_Broughton wants to know if Luke and I have met up outside of our Instagram Lives.”

Cassie’s office, the break room in her office, the conference room, the United Methodist Church. Oh yeah, and the entire two years we were dating.

“Nope,” I say. That’s one less lie for Cassie to atone for later.

Our food comes. Red crab legs occupy my entire plate, with a bowl of dipping sauce in the middle. A separate plate piled high with fried green tomatoes looks like it could feed four. I break into the crab legs without hesitation. I only feel slightly guilty that five hundred people are watching me eat and I have nothing to offer them; however, I’m keenly aware that I have to entertain them somehow.

“Go get something to eat,” I say into the camera. “Some ice cream. A beer. Brats.”

“Brats?” Cassie laughs.

“Whatever you got, dig in. I don’t want to be the only one eating here.”

“Tell us what ya’ll are eating,” Cassie says.

Comments flood in.

Ramen and hotdogs.

Blue Moon ice cream.

Hard seltzer.

Mike and Ikes.

I don’t understand what the draw is. Am I really so interesting that people want to watch me eat? Cassie, sure, she’s gorgeous. But me? I have butter on my chin and there’s a piece of shell stuck to my shirt.

I grab my water and suck through my straw until it gurgles on the bottom. Sonja is one booth over, and she hears the call of a customer in need.

“Can I get you both more drinks?”

Cassie and I nod.

Riveting entertainment, I tell you. But we have over six hundred people watching now. Should I break out in a song and dance?

“I have an idea,” Cassie says. “Why don’t you guys choose the location of our next date?”

My ears perk up at the word “next.” Date number four? I didn’t even have to weasel my way into it.

“Please, someone say the My Little Pony Convention,” I say.

Cassie tilts her head back and laughs. I expect her laughter to die down, but it ramps up, a little squeak sounding from her throat and then a snort, which makes her laugh harder.

“She doesn’t take my collection seriously,” I say. “It’s worth seven thousand dollars.”

Cassie squeezes her eyes shut and covers her mouth with her hand as her shoulders bounce. Moments later she calms down and concludes her laughing fit with a long sigh.

“It has to be in Charleston,” she says.

How does she go from laughing hysterically to a businesswoman in less than a second? I need to learn that trick.

“Those are the rules?” I ask.

“Yes. I’ll put a comment on this stream. You guys can pick any location in Charleston, and I’ll do a random comment picker.”

“Works for me.” I stuff fried green tomato in my mouth, and then I try to wash it down with my nonexistent water. As if sensing my need, Sonja approaches with a tray and two refills.

I refocus on my crab legs, expecting to enjoy a buttery bite when I hear a scuff and then a squeal. Sloshing. A second later, I have a face full of double Fs. Time slows as my nose carves a straight line through Sonja’s cleavage. I can’t help but notice her flowery perfume, its citrus notes, and its pairing with sweat.

I search frantically in the dark for a pair of shoulders. When I can’t find them, I palm Sonja’s chest and shove.

That’s when I realize I’m wet. So is Cassie.

Sonja quickly resituates her shirt. Did they fall out? I’m not sure if I palmed T-shirt or flesh. I don’t want to know. Both Sonja and Cassie look as mortified as I feel. No, I’m the most mortified of the bunch.

“I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry,” Sonja repeats. She takes a pathetic little napkin and tries to wipe me down. I push her hands away. I don’t want her body parts anywhere near me.

“I’ll go get towels,” she says, and then she darts away.

Cassie picks several ice cubes off her lap and dumps them into the empty glass she just picked off the seat. Her shock has passed, and I see the beginnings of laugh lines around her eyes. She leans into her phone. “Hey guys, if you didn’t notice, we had a...uh...an incident. We need to clean up. We’ll catch you in the next Live. Don’t forget to put in your vote for our next date. Okay. Signing off. Peace.” She flashes the peace sign and turns off her phone.

After she stuffs her phone in her purse, she looks at me, the corners of her lips twitching. “I thought you weren’t a boob man.”

“Don’t even start.”

Her lips crack into a grin. “Oh, trust me, I’m just getting started,” she says, then she raises her knee and gives me a tap on the thigh with her foot. “Scoot. I’m going to see if they have hand dryers in the bathroom.”

“Great. Leave me alone here with them.”

Cassie breaks into a laugh. “You should have seen your face.”

“Shh. Here she comes.”

“Let me out!”

I stand and let Cassie slide out of the booth. She grabs a towel from Sonja on her way to the bathroom, sashaying the entire way there because she knows I’m watching.
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Cassie

I exit the bathroom feeling like I just stepped out of a shower. The hand blower didn’t do much to dry my shirt, it just muffled my laughter. Every time my mind replays Sonja’s boobs smooshed against Luke’s face, I break into another fit and nearly give myself a hernia.

Luke is waiting for me by the front doors.

“Hey,” I say, trying to swallow down a cackle. Poor guy. Sonja just busted through his personal space. Literally. I can’t hold it in.

“Okay, okay. Ha ha,” Luke says. He’s smiling. “The manager didn’t make me pay.”

I grab Luke’s arm. “That poor girl. She’s probably curled up in a back corner.”

“Oh, no. She’s still waiting tables. She told me to have a nice night as I was walking out. Locked eyes with me and everything.”

“No, she didn’t!”

Luke looks down at my hand, and I realize I’m still holding on to him.

“Let’s get the heck out of here,” he says.

I nod and we exit into the parking lot. Just as we’re about to head to our separate vehicles, he pauses. “Want to walk to the end of the pier?”

My thoughts replay the moment I grabbed his arm. And then further back to the moment he asked if I wanted to join him for dinner. I could have rejected his offer. I could have gone home to cuddle with Pudge.

“Sure,” I say.

He lightly touches my back as we redirect our steps toward the pier.

“Wait a minute.” I stop just before the asphalt meets the boardwalk.

“What?” Luke looks worried.

“We have it on video.”

His furrowed brow deepens. He looks at the stars. “No.”

I dig through my purse and pull out my phone. He quickly snatches it out of my hand and holds it high overhead.

“Gimme that back.” I brace one hand against his chest and jump, swiping at air. “Gimme it!”

“We have to delete it.”

“I want to watch it first.”

Luke grabs the hand I placed on his chest. He tucks his chin to meet my eyes. The sky is dark, but the restaurant’s lights are close enough to illuminate his face. We stand for a moment, quietly looking at each other, my pulse quickening by the second.

“Here,” he says finally. He unfolds my hand and tucks my phone into it.

I turn away from him like I can just turn away from the emotions, put them behind me. Forget the look in his eyes, and the heady silence.

“Well,” he says. “Let’s see the damage.”

I pull up Instagram. “Oh...no...” I say when I see the hits on our video. “I think you’re going viral.”

“I don’t want to be a virus.” He grabs at my phone again, but I turn away.

“I have to see this.”

I play the video and fast forward to the part where Luke innocently breaks into a crab leg. We watch together as Sonja tumbles toward him, our refills spilling, her chest mashing against Luke’s face.

“I can’t believe I grabbed her boobs,” Luke says.

“Wait. Wait.”

After he pushes Sonja off, he shakes his head like he just came up from a long dive under water. His eyelids are peeled back, white donuts circling brown irises.

Laughter spills from my throat. I clutch my stomach. Here comes the hernia. “Your eyes about popped out of your head.”

Luke grabs my phone. “Let me see that again.” He replays the video. “Thank goodness, they didn’t fall out of her shirt.”

“Look,” I say. I replay the video again. “You look like you’re coming up for air.”

“I was!”

His comment doubles my laughter. I fall to the parking lot.

“Get up, woman.” He grabs my arms. “You’re gonna get dirty.”

“I can’t,” I say, gasping for air.

Luke chuckles along with me. “You have to delete that video.”

“The internet never forgets!”

“We gotta scrub it.”

I let Luke pull me to my feet. “I’m sorry. It’s not funny. I don’t even know why I’m laughing.”

We look at each other, and I burst out laughing again. “Sorry. I’ll stop.” I take a deep breath and release it through rounded lips.

Luke and I continue along the boardwalk. We reach the pier and walk onto the weathered planks.

“Seriously, though,” he says. “Can we delete it?”

“I’m supposed to put a comment on it so people can vote for our next date. And...Sonja’s face isn’t in the video. Just her...you-know-whats.”

“I’m feeling a little violated.”

“It was an accident. And it has five thousand views.”

Luke flashes me an incredulous look and grabs my phone. “How is that even possible?”

“Don’t look. It’s probably more now.”

Benches line the pier’s perimeter. Luke walks to a gap between them and leans against the railing. I walk beside him and grasp the rough-hewn wood. Around us, the ocean breathes rhythmically, like a music conductor is leading the swell of each wave.

“You’re just using me as free advertisement,” Luke says. There’s a sullenness in his voice.

Of course he would think that. I’ve given him no indication otherwise. I hadn’t felt guilty about it until now. Except, that’s not why I’m here tonight. Is it? The livestream was just a cover.

“No, that’s not it,” I say. “We’re business partners. We’re both putting ourselves out there to generate attention and excitement, and I guess it’s working.”

Luke’s expression softens a bit.

“Sorry to burst your bubble, but Instagram doesn’t just like your face. It likes mine too.” I say it with a smile to let him know boss Cassie isn’t in charge right now. Not entirely.

He turns to me, resting his elbow on the railing. “How long are we going to keep pretending?”

My adrenaline spikes. Pretending? I’m not pretending. “What do you mean?” I ask.

“How long are we going to keep up this charade for the Instagram audience?”

My nerves settle a bit. I shrug. “For as long as we need? It’s no harm, is it?”

He does a quarter turn and rests his other elbow on the railing, leaning his weight into both. Several meters away, a pair of dolphins crest and then dive for another minutes-long swim. Luke is looking down. He missed them.

“First,” Luke starts, “they could find out that we have a history, and if they do, they’ll lose confidence in Cupid. Second, I’ve turned over a new leaf. I’m all honesty all the time now.” He peers at me over his shoulder.

“Except tonight. You played along with me.”

“I’m doing this for you.”

His eyes pierce through the darkness into my chest. Blood radiates from the point of entry, heat diffusing through my heart. “You’re not doing it for you?”

Luke looks down at the water. “I have a stake in the company. Of course. But...” He pushes off the rail and does a one-eighty, paces toward the boardwalk, and then back again, stuffing his hands in his pockets to mark the end of his short journey. “There are other ways to market. I just think this could blow up in our faces.”

To be honest, I hadn’t thought about our little charade going south. I didn’t think I needed to worry about it. How could I have known we’d garner this much attention with our livestreams? How could I have known that a cute, busty waitress would smash her chest into Luke’s face? It made for some great entertainment, and it doesn’t hurt that my company name is attached to it.

“I think you’re over-analyzing it,” I say finally. “I also think you still haven’t learned to tie your shoes.” The laces on his right shoe are undone. Both aglets rest expectantly on the wood decking, waiting to trip him. “I swear.”

I walk over to him and bend down like I’m his mom. “You make two bunny ears. Like this.” I look up. “Are you watching?”

“I know how to tie my shoes.”

“No, son, you don’t.”

Luke laughs. “Fine. Show me.” He crouches down.

“Okay. Two bunny ears. One. Two.” I demonstrate. “Then, tuck one bunny ear under the other bunny ear and pull. To make it stronger you can even double knot it.”

I look at Luke and realize he’s not watching my demonstration. He’s watching me and tracing my face with his eyes. His lips are slightly parted. I can hear the in and out of his breath.

“I’m so sorry,” he says.

I swallow and glance down. “You’re fine. We’re just talking business.”

“No.” He rests a hand on my cheek. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”

Tears prick the backs of my eyes, another unexpected twist to this evening. Old emotions well up in my chest, the hurt, the betrayal, the loss. They pour down like a heavy rain and I become lost behind the curtain of water. I can’t see Luke as he is tonight. I only see him as he was, the night he betrayed me.

I stand.

“I can’t do this.” I walk around him and head up the pier.

“Cassie, wait,” Luke calls after me.

I shake my head and keep walking.


Chapter 13


Cassie

When Luke and I were dating, we usually spent our Thursday nights watching reality shows on the Discovery Channel, but that particular Thursday—the night I found out he cheated on me—he brought aged wine and steaks for the grill. Before he arrived, he called and suggested I dress up a little, forego pajama pants and sweatshirts for fancier attire. You can’t eat a fifty-dollar steak dinner in jammies and slippers, he said.

I thought he was going to ask me to marry him.

He’d hinted about it in his joking way. During one of our Saturday afternoon walks along the beach, he got down on one knee, gazed up at me, and then bent over to pick up a seashell. When we took a three-day trip to Pigeon Forge, he earned a plastic ruby ring with his skeeball tickets and placed it ceremoniously on my finger, eyes serious, saying, “Will you marry me, Cassie Sears?” I gave him a playful punch on his arm and answered, “I know you can do better than this, so the answer is no. I’ll wait.”

I still have that ring. It’s in the wicker basket in my bathroom, under a pile of half-used shampoo bottles and rejected Bath and Body Works shower gels. A week ago, I dug through the dusty, soap-filmed bottles and found the ring tarnished and dull. Instead of throwing it away, I tossed it back into the basket and covered it up with recyclable plastic.

I wore a red wrap dress. It cinched on the left, accentuating my modest, but pleasing hourglass shape. The plunging neckline highlighted my lack of cleavage. Just the beginning swells of my breasts showed. I dressed them up with a jeweled cross necklace and slid on a matching bracelet and anklet, capping off my feet with strappy black sandals.

When I opened the door for Luke, he swooped in and grabbed my waist. I gripped his shoulders as he twirled me around.

“Hey!”

Luke set me down gently.

“What’s up with you?” I laughed.

“I’ve always wanted to do that.” He stepped back and traveled his eyes along the length of my body. “You look magical.”

I tilted my head to the side and tried to think of a comeback. When nothing came to mind, I just smiled and said thanks.

Luke grabbed my waist again. He pulled me close and found my lips. The scent of his aftershave overtook me, and I collapsed in his arms. After a long, deep kiss, he let go, but I still held on to him for support.

“Thanks for dressing up,” he said.

“Can we change into our pajamas now?”

He tapped me on the nose. “Later.”

Luke exited the front door and returned holding a plastic bag.

“You really did have that twirling thing planned.”

He flashed me a satisfied smile before heading to my rundown kitchen. Despite his upper-class lifestyle, he never disparaged my first-floor apartment. My house wasn’t much to look at, with a boxed-in, musty porch, enclosed with gray siding that was supposed to be white. The discolored metal awning over the front door further reduced the house’s appeal. I painted the door red to make the house look more cared for. It didn’t help much.

From my perch in the living room, I watched Luke pull two raw steaks and a bottle of wine from his bag. The open concept living area was created by previous owners who knocked down the kitchen wall. The first time Luke came over, he studied the shoddy work without commenting. The next day a contractor banged on my door. The demolished wall had been load bearing, which meant nothing was supporting the upstairs but God and a lot of luck. Luke paid to have a proper footing poured and a header beam placed. He didn’t ask permission and we never discussed money. It was the one handout I accepted from him, not counting the steaks and aged wine he brought that evening along with countless other fancy nights out. And diamond earrings. And a cashmere sweater.

“Let me get the grill started,” Luke said.

Oh. And the gas grill on my back “patio,” otherwise known as the cracked square of concrete just off the kitchen door. He gave me that too, although I think he mostly bought it for himself so he wouldn’t have to use my ancient 1960s gas stove.

While he was out lighting the grill, I settled onto my secondhand microfiber couch and clicked on the television.

“Nope,” Luke said when he came back inside. He picked the remote out of my hand and pressed the power button. My television went dark. “Not tonight.” He rounded the couch and gave me a peck on the forehead. “I’ll be right back with some wine.”

A grand entrance. Fancy attire. Marbled steaks. It had all the markings of a marriage proposal. I squeezed my palms together and smiled.

He returned carrying two long-stemmed wine glasses filled with a modest amount of Taylor Fladgate 40-year red wine. We sat shoulder to shoulder exchanging toasts and taking mindful sips to savor the mature, fruity flavor of the wine.

“To us,” Luke said. A simple toast but loaded with meaning as I anticipated what was to come: Luke on one knee, for real this time, plastic ruby upgraded to a glittering diamond.

Luke pulled his phone from his pocket and connected it to the Bluetooth speaker mounted on the wall next to the television. John Legend’s The Beginning… piped into the room, delicate piano chords beneath a sexy, synthesized violin.

He offered his hand. “Want to dance?”

I grinned at the suggestive lyrics. “Sure.”

We stood, and he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me tight while I snaked my arms around his neck. Our hips swayed in time, no daylight between our bodies as we leaned into the music.

John Legend sang about “the beginning.” The beginning of forever. I smiled and pressed my cheek to Luke’s chest, listened to his heart pound in time with the percussion. When the song ended, I looked up at him, and he pressed his lips onto mine, the kiss more delicious than anything he could grill up. Nevertheless, I after pulling away, I said, “Go make me a juicy steak.”

“Yes, chef.”

I laughed and returned to the couch. “Mind if I switch songs? I want to listen to Taylor.”

“Sure,” Luke called over his shoulder. I heard the back door slam behind him.

His phone sat on the cushion next to me. I grabbed it and pulled up Spotify. While I was scrolling through the song selection, a text came through.

It wasn’t a regular contact. There was no name, and I didn’t recognize the number.

I understand why you had to fire me after we almost kissed. Things would have gotten too complicated. Now that you’re not my boss, I can say this: I’m up for anything. I mean anything.

As I read, warmth escaped my body. Ice replaced blood, circulation stopped. I was a statue of denial.

There’s no way to prepare for learning that the man you love is cheating on you. Some women have a flood of thoughts, one question atop another. Who is she? How did they meet? Does he love her?

I’m not that woman.

I’m the woman who goes numb, frozen, empty. My thoughts become cold molasses. Turn the jar upside down and wait, wait, wait for thoughts to run. Eventually they move.

When Luke returned, I hadn’t moved a centimeter, phone still in hand, eyes straight ahead.

“What’s wrong?” Luke asked. Concern laced his words.

I sucked in a breath. It would be my last full breath for a long time, over a year. The deep ache from Luke’s betrayal settled in my lungs and resided there for months. Every breath hurt.

He grabbed the phone from my hand, tapped the screen, and then cursed. “Cassie. Let me explain.” He fell to his knees in front of me and grabbed my hands. Not how it was supposed to go. He was supposed to kneel, present a diamond, and change my world.

He changed my world. He turned it upside down, shook it until every cabinet and every drawer opened and my life rained down into a chaotic pile that I’d have to pick through and reorder in the months to come.

“It’s not as bad as it looks. Actually, it’s bad. But it will make more sense after I explain.”

“Get out,” I whispered.

“We didn’t kiss. She took me off guard, because... Because. I made out with Rose. One time, that’s all, and only because I was drunk.”

“Get out of my house,” I said with more force.

Luke rested his forehead on my knees. His tears polka-dotted my dress. “I want to spend my life with you, Cassie. I want—”

“I said, get out!”

He lifted his head, swallowed, looked at me pleadingly. “We can talk about it after you’ve had more time to process.”

“There’s nothing to process. It’s over. Stay away from me, Luke.”

And that was it.

He left.

I cried.

And then, eventually, I moved on.
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“How many views did you say?” Bethany says through the speaker phone on my desk.

“One million and counting,” I answer.

I’m behind my desk in my office nook. Sarah scooted her chair over, and she’s sitting across from me with a notepad and pen in hand. We’re both staring at the phone.

“That many views since last night?” Bethany asks.

“Yes. In less than eighteen hours.”

Bethany hmms.

No, I didn’t delete the livestream. The Luke-Sonja incident is still out there and Instagram is loving it. I have twenty thousand comments, many from curious singles who want to know when MatchAI is going to roll out in their city.

“I think we need to jump on this,” Bethany finally adds.

“I think so too.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I think we need to roll out to all of South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida.”

Sarah scrawls the states onto her pad of paper.

“We were going to work out the kinks in Charleston,” Bethany says.

I grab a pen from the holder on the corner of my desk and wag it between my fingers. “And so far, so good.”

“Except for the DoS attack,” Sarah says.

I purse my lips and then nod. “Yeah. Except for that. But it taught us how to do damage control.”

“I’m going to defer to you, Cassie,” Bethany says. “This is your baby. If your instincts tell you to go, then I think we should go.”

“Let me see if I can conference Drew in. Just a sec.”

I put Bethany on hold and dial Drew.

“I’m neck high in spaghetti. This better be important.”

“Um. Is this Drew?”

“I just deleted two thousand lines of cruft. You’re welcome.”

“I...don’t know what that means.”

“You wouldn’t.”

I quirk an eyebrow at Sarah.

She hits the mute button. “Why are you paying this guy?”

“Bethany says he’s good.”

I unmute the call. “If you have a moment, Drew, I’m going to conference you in with Bethany.”

“A moment isn’t a measure of time so I can’t quantify your request.” He over-enunciates everything, as usual.

Sarah covers her mouth and laughs silently. I bug my eyes at her, and she resumes note-taking position.

“Ten minutes,” I offer. “How’s that?”

“I can do ten minutes.”

“Great.” I take Bethany off hold. “Are you there Bethany? Drew?”

They both confirm.

“Great. Drew, I have something to run by you. I know you still need time to monitor the beta testing, but what do you think about rolling out to more cities?”

Silence.

“Are you still there?”

“When you say cities, is it one hundred cities? Or two hundred cities? Or two cities? Or ten—”

“Got it,” I cut in. “You need more quantification.”

“Exactly.”

I rattle off the states I have in mind.

Drew breathes into the phone. Waiting for more quantification?

“How many subscribers do you have currently?” Drew asks.

“Just under a thousand.”

“That’s all?” He sounds unimpressed.

I sink into my chair. “Yeah. So?”

“That’s child’s play. You have a dedicated server at ServeIt. You should be fine. Unless the app suddenly takes off. Which I doubt. I can’t imagine there’s that many idiots out there.”

Sarah gapes at the phone. She punches the mute button. “Again, why are you paying him?”

I shrug. “Not for positive reinforcement.”

“Clearly.” She unmutes the call.

“I developed a roll-out plan with my former software development team,” I say. “We have zip codes batched by state. I assume they transferred the plan to you?”

“I don’t have any plans. I just code.”

“Do you work with someone who plans?” I try.

“I’ll talk to my project manager.”

“Okay. If he doesn’t have it, I can send it over.”

“She.”

“Great. She. Are you good, Bethany?”

“Absolutely,” Bethany says. “It sounds like you two have the technical side under control.”

She has more faith in Drew than I do.

“We can talk more about the marketing side next week,” Bethany says. “I’m out at three o’clock today. My son’s getting married at Hilton Head tomorrow.”

I gasp. “That’s amazing, Bethany. How exciting.”

“Am I no longer needed?” Drew asks.

“Isn’t it great that Bethany’s son is getting married?” I ask, searching for Drew’s human side.

He grunts.

“Yeah, we’re done,” I say. “Keep the lines of communication open. I want to know when you unlock those zip codes.”

“Let me find my magic key,” Drew deadpans.

I huff out a fake laugh. “Great. Just keep me posted.”

“Will do.”

A rare moment of concession. I congratulate Bethany and then end the call before Drew can ruin the moment.

In the silence, Sarah leans back and studies me.

“What?”

“Luke is okay with this?”

“It’s my company. He’s just an investor. Speeding up the roll-out is my choice, not his.”

Sarah crosses her arms. “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

I narrow my eyes at her and tap the end of my pen against the desktop. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

“I mean, is he okay with his boob-face moment going viral?”

A pinprick of guilt sears my gut. “Every time we livestream, my subscriber count goes up.”

“But is he okay with you monetizing his humiliation?”

I stand and pace to Sarah’s desk and then back again. She swivels her chair to watch me.

“He asked you to delete it, didn’t he?” she says.

Luke owes me this. After what he did to me. Plus, he has a stake in my company. His money is on the line. I have to perform, otherwise, he could lose everything. I can’t be monetarily indebted to him. It would muddle an already complicated situation.

What is the “situation” really? Sure, I wanted to kiss him last night. Until the memories started flooding back. The awful, heart-wrenching emotions that I’ve spent years tamping down.

Good memories are trickling back too. Warm emotions mixing with the cold. I’m lukewarm. That’s the problem. My temperature could go hot or cold depending on Luke’s next move. I’m not sure I want either extreme.

“Maybe,” I say finally.

“He did ask you to delete it.”

“Yes, he did, but it’s going viral. I need to ride the wave. Since it aired, I’ve gotten two hundred more subscribers.”

Sarah grabs her chin. I feel like the Mona Lisa on display as she contemplates me. To make her job easier, I stop pacing and face her.

“What?” I say when the long moment becomes awkward.

“I feel like you might be using him now.”

Sarah’s more than my coworker. She’s my friend. Still, I feel anger roiling inside, traveling up my neck. I’m a pressure cooker about to let off steam.

“He used me. He hacked my app. He forced his way into my launch. He invested in my company behind my back. He cheated on me!”

Sarah plants her heels on the wood floor and rolls her chair back until it hits my desk. “Whoah.”

The pinprick of guilt returns. I sigh.

“Sorry.” My shoulders collapse. “It’s just... I tied his shoe and he looked at me like he wanted to kiss me, and I wanted to kiss back until the past rained down and I felt like all the progress I’ve made to get over him just washed out to sea.”

I lean heavily against Sarah’s desk and bow my head.

Sarah stands and hovers next to me. The closest she’ll come to hugging.

“You tied his shoe?” she says.

I peek at her through my hair. A tickle in my chest prompts laughter to spill from my mouth. “They always come undone. I showed him how to make two bunny ears.”

“That’s so romantic.”

I break into full-bellied laughter. Sarah joins in.

“I’m sorry,” she says when we settle down. “I shouldn’t have brought it up. You two are complicated. I get that.”

“He and I are nothing. Nothing but business partners.”

She cocks her head and regards me thoughtfully, then she purses her lips.

“What?” I repeat for the third time.

“Instagram thinks you’re an item.”

“I know, I know.” Darn that pinprick of guilt. I rub my side where it jabs me once more. “I haven’t thought this through, have I?”

“No.”

“I appreciate your honesty.”

“Always.”

Sarah reaches out, encircles her arms, and gives me an air hug. I hug the air in response.

I’m doing the right thing. I know I am.

I think I am.

I know I need to grow my business and Luke is my marketing plan. As for the fallout... I’ll worry about that later.


Chapter 14


Cassie

I burst into Nana’s house, dripping with sweat from the trek between the car and front porch thanks to the ongoing mid-September heatwave. Temps are almost ninety today. I slogged through the suffocating humidity with my nine by thirteen Glad container full of red velvet cupcakes on my hip and a gallon of Milo’s sweet tea in my opposite hand, looking forward to the frigid blast of Nana’s AC.

Crossing the threshold brings no relief. Instead, the temperature ratchets up a few degrees.

“What’s going on?” I yell through the house.

A box fan sits in the window next to Granny, powered on high, lifting the few hairs on her head perpendicular to her scalp. Unlike her usual attire of a cotton housecoat and blanket, she wears a floral tank dress and a sweat band high on her forehead. A football game screams from the television.

“Granny, why is it so hot in here?” I yell over the TV.

She raises a boney hand. “AC went out Wednesday,” she says, and then drops her hand to her lap, case closed.

“Wednesday? Why didn’t you tell me? Nana!” I holler.

I thunder through the living and dining rooms and barge into the kitchen. “What’s going on? Granny said the AC’s been out since Wednesday.”

Nana stands in front of the stove fanning herself with a random envelope. Sweat pours down her temples, forehead, and cheeks. She looks like a freshly glazed donut.

“Granny would know,” Nana says.

Mom stands at the perpendicular counter stirring something, the cornbread I assume. She peeks at me over her shoulder. A fan whirs furiously on the table but offers little relief.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“We didn’t want to worry you,” Nana says matter-of-factly.

“We could have eaten at my place,” I say. “I could have given you a break from this furnace.”

“I grew up without AC. We’re not going to melt.”

“You look like you’re melting, Nana.”

I set the cupcakes on the table, and then I join Mom at the counter to see what she’s making. I was right. Cornbread.

Nana’s fixing fried chicken with red beans and rice. In this heat, none of it sounds appetizing.

“Do you want me to go to the store and get a pineapple or something?” I ask.

Nana shoots me a confused look. “Why would I want pineapple?”

“Because it’s freaking hot in here. All I feel like eating is tropical fruit and salad.”

Nana hmphs.

“Did someone come out to look at the AC?” I ask.

“There’s no fixing it,” she answers.

“So, someone looked?”

“The cost to repair is almost the cost to replace. And they don’t make freon anymore, so it’s moot,” Mom says. She methodically spoons her cornbread mixture into a muffin tin with an ice cream scoop.

I collapse into a chair by the table. Exactly what I was afraid of. Nana’s house is falling apart before I have the money to fix it.

“You can’t live here like this,” I say. “It’s too much stress on Granny.”

Nana waves the back of her hand at me. She’s focused on the thermometer in her vat of oil. The breaded chicken sits in a pan on one of the unused burners, ready to be fried.

“I’ll buy you a window AC,” I say. “You can put it by Granny’s chair.”

“I’ve already got one lined up,” Nana answers. “Gina has one in her garage that she’s going to loan me.”

“Meanwhile, you two are going to roast back here in the kitchen.”

Mom bats Nana out of the way with her hip and slides the muffin tin into the preheated oven.

I do a rough calculation in my head. So much of my money is tied up, I’m practically living on rice and beans. However, if things go well, I should have enough net profit by next summer to replace the AC many times over. If not, I’ll find the money somewhere.

Mom’s screams interrupt my mental math. The fizzling sound of squirting water hits my ears. I turn to find Mom taking a full shower at the kitchen sink.

I dart over.

“The faucet’s leaking,” Mom yells over the din of spraying water.

“That’s more than a leak!” I yell.

Nana rushes over and the three of us try, pathetically, to stop the deluge with our hands.

“Turn off the water,” I urge, as high-powered droplets sting my face. All things considered, it’s kind of refreshing.

“We’re trying,” Nana says as she grabs at the base of the faucet.

“I mean, shut off the water main, or whatever it’s called. Watch out.” I crouch and jerk open the cabinet doors under the sink. Thankfully, the shutoff valve is accessible behind a mess of half-used cleaning bottles and rusty, discarded steel wool. The knob screeches as I turn it. Seconds later, the shower ceases, and Mom, Nana, and I are left dripping.

I stand. A droplet of water clings to Mom’s nose, beneath her humored eyes. She wipes it and then melts into laughter.

“Nothing like playing in the sprinkler on a hot day,” she says.

Admittedly, I do feel better. The cold water cut the heat and coupled with the breeze from the fan, I feel cooled and halfway functional. However, I have another item to add to my list of home repairs. A kitchen faucet can’t wait, though.

“What are you fools doing in here?” Madison says from the kitchen doorway. She enters and Harrison trails behind her. The creases around his dark brown eyes betray amusement. They must have seen everything.

“The faucet broke,” Mom says, “and we panicked.”

“I saw,” Maddie says, confirming my suspicion.

“You panicked,” I say. “I sprang into action.”

“Why is it blazing hot in here?” Madison plops her bowl of homemade coleslaw onto the table. It’s the closest I’ll get to a refreshing salad today.

“The AC’s out,” Nana says.

Madison’s lips scrunch into a pout. “I wish you would have told me. I might not have come.”

“It’s fine,” Harrison says, flashing us a broad smile. He walks over to Nana and tries to give her a side hug, but she presses against his chest.

“I’m wet and I smell like I rubbed onions under my armpits.”

“That’s pleasant,” Madison says.

Harrison offers his arms to Mom instead, and she returns his hug, patting his back as she squeezes. She looks miniature in his arms. He dwarfs all of us at a height of six feet seven inches. His height and superior hand-eye coordination earned him a spot on the Charleston Cougars basketball team, and he still has the muscles to show for it. He’s gorgeous and a sweetheart to boot. Maddie is a lucky girl.

“I can run to the store and get a new faucet,” he offers. There’s a mom-sized wet stain on his maroon Izod shirt.

“The oil’s ready,” Nana says. She grabs the hand towel from the oven handle and mops her face. “Dinner’s in fifteen. We can use the hose out back if we get desperate.”

Madison seems displeased by the prospect of incorporating a garden hose into dinner preparations. I share Madison’s sentiment but understand Nana’s determination. A pot of oil at the perfect temperature demands attention.

“Go keep Granny busy. I have this under control.” Nana shoos us out of the kitchen, Mom included.

“Don’t let any sweat drip into the oil,” Madison says on the way out. “Oil and water don’t mix.”

“Also, that would be gross,” I add.

Nana is unstoppable. Homemade fried chicken in ninety-degree heat. She’ll do anything to get her southern comfort food.

I nearly twisted her arm to get me to bring premade sweet tea. She called it an abomination. I called it a much-needed break for her arthritic feet.

“Sweet tea takes five minutes,” she said on our way out of the sanctuary this morning.

“It takes longer than that,” I argued.

“Ten.”

“Just let me help out, Nana.”

“Your Grandpa will be rolling in his grave.”

“It’s just tea, Grandma.”

“Fine. I’ll drink water.”

“You hate drinking plain water.”

“I don’t like chemicals in my tea.”

“Yeah, but you’ll drink it thick as syrup.”

“That’s the way Allen liked it.”

I sighed, hugged her, and headed off to the store to purchase the “abomination.”

I could use a cold glass of tea right now. My wet shirt is no longer cooling me. It feels like a seal’s coat including the underlayer of blubber.

We retreat to the living room and Granny looks at us like we’re aliens.

“Why ya’ll comin’ in here?”

“Nana kicked us out,” I say as I settle on the couch next to Granny’s recliner. Madison and Harrison choose the couch next to me. Mom settles onto Great-grandpa Charles’s wooden rocking chair, probably the wisest choice with its built-in air vents.

“I’m watching my game,” Granny says.

“We won’t bug you Granny,” Mom says.

Granny mutters something. I hear the words “loud” and “youth.” Her mostly silent diatribe seems to satisfy her, and she refocuses on the television.

We talk about the morning church service, commenting on fellow congregants. Fran Pooley’s granddaughter’s teenage pregnancy is the main topic of discussion. We disagree about the time and date of the baby shower. I think it’s next Sunday at one. Madison corrects me and says it’s Sunday at four. Mom insists it’s in two Sundays at two o’clock. None of us bother to check the church calendar.

“Oh,” Mom interjects. “Fran said to buy gender-neutral baby clothes and accessories. That’s per her granddaughter’s request.”

We all look at each other and then lean back and think for a moment.

“Green frogs could work,” I say.

“Or yellow sunflowers,” says Harrison.

I nod. “Or brown monkeys holding yellow bananas.”

All this to the tune of Granny’s shushes and for-the-love-of-baby-Jesus-would-you-pipe-downs.

Meanwhile, Nana carts the food into the dining room and throws down a stack of paper plates and a couple of piles of Dollar Tree-issued silverware. “Come and eat.”

We choose our customary seats around the table, me and Madison on one side, Granny and Mom on the other, and Nana and Harrison at the two heads. After a quick prayer, we dig into the hot food. I drop a generous spoonful of coleslaw onto my plate, pick out a wing and a leg from the bowl, and pile my glass full of ice before filling it with Milo’s abominable sweet tea. Nana fills her glass with tea also. I don’t rub it in.

After much eating and typical Sunday afternoon banter, we’re ready to throw our plates in the trash and our silverware into the sink—no not the sink, Nana insists. She pulls a tub out of one of the lower cabinets and instructs us to drop our silverware into it.

“I’ll wash them out back.”

Madison scrunches her nose. “Maybe you should go buy Nana that faucet,” she says to Harrison.

“I will. After dessert though.”

“Dessert will be here when you get back.”

He clears his throat. “Julie?” he says, referring to my mom.

“Yes, of course,” Mom says.

Now Mom’s the one shooing us out of the kitchen.

“We can grab our own cupcakes,” I say.

Mom looks at me sternly. Something’s up. Okay, then. I head back to the dining room and take my seat. Everyone else does the same except for Nana who opens the china cabinet and pulls out the special dessert plates.

“Aren’t those dusty?” Madison says.

“I washed them.” Nana sets them on the table.

“Oh.” Madison looks confused.

I glance at Harrison. He’s sweating. Of course. It’s ninety degrees in here. Is he sweating more than he was five minutes ago though? He’s more fidgety. Definitely.

Mom enters the room carrying a cake. Not a box cake with some packaged icing slathered on top. This is a legitimate cake, decorated with fondant by a professional. Perched on top are two figures, a male and a female, holding hands.

She sets the cake in front of Madison and gives her the knife. “Would you mind serving everyone?”

Madison giggles. “Um, sure.”

Her hands shake as she cuts the first slice, encountering resistance halfway down. She manages to cut a clean wedge regardless and carefully flips it onto Nana’s best china. An inedible red box sits in the center of the confetti cake.

Harrison slides it out, gets down on one knee, and opens the box. A diamond ring glitters in the chandelier light.

Madison licks her lips, presses them together, suppresses a smile.

“Maddie,” Harrison says, “this isn’t exactly how I expected things to go. I mean, I expected air conditioning. But everything else is perfect. You’re perfect. We’re perfect together. I love you more than I ever thought I could love. I want to love you through the ups and the downs, through youth and old age, through sickness and health.” He chokes up. Clears his throat. “Madison, will you marry me?”

Madison’s excitement explodes. She jumps up and down and squeals. “Yes. Yes, I will marry you!”

Harrison bursts to his feet and grabs Madison’s waist. She throws her arms around his neck, and they share a long kiss as the rest of us whoop and holler, Granny the loudest of us all. She taps her fork to her glass to add to the ruckus.

After Madison and Harrison pry themselves apart, I jump up and hug them both. I’m happy for them. So very happy. And yet...

We eat our cake, peeling off the fondant first. Madison admires her ring, the way the gold and the diamond pop against her skin. Her nails are immaculate. Like she expected this moment to come soon.

After cake, Granny retreats to her football game, Harrison runs to the hardware store for a faucet, and I help Nana clean up as best as I can without a working kitchen sink. She wants to wash the dishes with the hose. I tell her under no circumstances. She huffs. I chuckle. And yet...

During the drive home, I ponder the dullness in my chest. I ponder it while I eat my Wendy’s salad in my cool apartment, as I scratch behind Pudge’s ears, as I climb out onto the fire escape. The humidity is still heavy, the air only a few degrees cooler than its mid-afternoon apex. The shade and the breeze further reduce the heat, comforting me as I listen to the sounds of the city. A passing siren, the hush of cars rushing back and forth, faster than they should go on city streets. A cat meowing through the glass behind me.

Minus Nana’s broken AC and the stress of having to fix it sooner rather than later, today was perfect. A persnickety Granny and a determined Nana—I’d have them no other way. A wedding ring in a cake. My cousin gloriously happy.

And yet...

I take a deep breath and rub my eyes.

Michael never got on one knee. He asked me to marry him in the French Quarter. Romantic enough, standing amidst all that history. Michael knew me. But he never knew me. Not like Luke, who knows me now better than Michael ever did.

Luke only kneeled to plead with me to forgive him. A far cry from Madison’s idyllic moment. It’s all I have.

No. I have my businesses.

And Pudge.

Mostly my businesses.

It’s enough. I’ll find a man eventually. When my work slows down. When I have more time. When I’m past thirty. When I’m ready to slow down.

When...

Pudge continues to meow behind me. Her claws scratch against the glass as she tries to shred the obstacle between us. I peek at her and can’t help but laugh at the intensity of her effort and the desperation in her eyes.

“I feel you, Pudge. I feel you.”

I open the window, climb back inside, and gather Pudge into my arms. At least we have each other.

As I bury my face into her fur, my thoughts flit to Luke. The “new and improved” Luke. The one who pines about me, who told his mom I’m the one.

“I can’t believe I’m even considering him,” I say to Pudge. “Tell me I’m crazy.”

Pudge looks up at me and meows innocently.

“Yeah. I’d play dumb too.”

I sigh, fluff my hair, and stretch.

Time for bed. I have a lot of work to do tomorrow.


Chapter 15


Cassie

The week roars by like a Lamborghini in the hands of a reckless teenager. On Monday, Bethany set up shop in my conference room, and we’ve been at the whiteboard ever since, brainstorming marketing ideas for the rollout to South Carolina and the neighboring states. I outlined a rollout strategy in my business plan but going viral on Instagram wasn’t included. You can’t assume a social media frenzy is going to propel your product into the national consciousness. Not that MatchAI is going national, but my livestreamed dates with Luke have a combined total of over three million views, most of those coming from Luke’s encounter with Sonja’s breasts.

While Bethany and I have been holed up in the conference room, Sarah has been making sure both of my businesses receive proper attention, taking care of customer service calls, including the occasional complaint, and making sure my tour guides are happy. She’s been fielding my emails too, including the responses from Luke’s neighbors regarding my potential tour there. Several ghost stories need my attention, but since I don’t have time to look at them now, she’s been tucking them into a folder for me to peruse whenever I catch my breath.

“So, you’re going to write the copy for the Facebook ads, and I’m in charge of the Reels,” I confirm.

My back is to the glass partition. Bethany is across from me, her back to exposed brick, a pile of notebooks and scratch paper between us, the remnants of rejected ad copy and discarded TikTok scripts. The final drafts are stored safely in our computers, ready to be launched into the world.

Neither of us has washed our hair in days. She’s hiding hers in a sloppy bun. I have mine pulled back in a limp ponytail.

“Yep,” Bethany says. “The videos are all you. We’ve already established that your face sells. Mine? Not so much.” Her rosy lips pucker as she sucks in a breath. Yes, even when she’s exhausted, she wears lipstick. Can’t say the same for myself. My lips haven’t seen a tube of lipstick in over a week.

“Do not underestimate the marketability of your visage.” I circle my face with my finger for emphasis.

“Do you guys need a break?” Sarah says from the conference room doorway.

“Yes. Definitely,” I say. “We’ve only slept eight hours in three days.”

Sarah pulls out the chair next to me and sits. “You’re gonna have to hire a customer service rep. I’ve been on the phone all afternoon telling people to shut down their computers and start them back up again. It’s a web app people. Just close the browser and reopen it.”

“Is the app glitching?” I ask, worried. Last thing I need are more technical difficulties.

“Mostly just people who don’t know their way around a computer. Also, I didn’t sign up to be an IT helpdesk.”

“I know,” I say. “I’m sorry. I—”

“Kidding,” Sarah cuts in. “I don’t mind.” She crosses her legs. Wearing a light blue, puff-sleeved blouse, gray slacks, an actual hairstyle, and a full face of make-up, Sarah looks more put together than me even though she agreed to miss her Tuesday classes to put in an extra day of work. I’ve been letting her come and go at reasonable hours, while Bethany and I burn our candles at both ends.

“Are you really telling people to shut down and restart their computers?” I ask.

“Only a couple times. It worked. Most people are using the app on their phones, though, so I just tell them to click the big Choose button. That usually works.”

“I’ll see about contracting a call-center,” Bethany says.

Neon dollar signs buzz in my mind. “Can I afford it?”

“If you’re rolling out to three states, I don’t see how you can afford not to.”

I see her point. We’re moving fast. Faster than I planned. Thanks to Luke. Well, and me.

Which reminds me, I haven’t heard from Luke all week. I expected him to text me, or accidentally drop by on his bike sweating buckets and asking to borrow my shower, but I haven’t heard a peep. It’s almost like he’s exercising restraint.

I groan.

Bethany and Sarah zero in on me.

“We have enough investment capital,” Bethany says. “It will just—”

“No. I promised Instagram I’d go on another date with Luke. A fourth date.”

Bethany looks at me, confused. “Why is that a problem?”

“Because Cassie is using Luke for likes and subs,” Sarah answers for me. “And she showed him how to tie his shoe using the bunny ear technique.”

Bethany rears back in her seat, her befuddlement creating a deep line between her carefully plucked eyebrows. “You taught a grown man how to tie his shoes?”

“Right before she almost kissed him,” Sarah adds.

“I did not almost kiss him,” I retort.

The skin between Bethany’s eyes flattens as her eyebrows raise. “You almost kissed your primary investor?”

I sink into my chair and shrug. “No?”

“You told me you two were putting on an act for Instagram, to garner subscriptions.”

“There’s more to it than that,” Sarah says.

I cross my arms before spilling the truth. I tell Bethany about my history with Luke, how he inserted himself into my launch, how he still has feelings, how I... I don’t even know.

Bethany is speechless for a moment. “Well... Goodness,” she says finally. “That’s complicated.”

“Isn’t it?” I answer. “Not very professional.”

“He hijacked your launch,” Bethany says. “That wasn’t very professional.”

Sarah and I nod.

Maybe I shouldn’t rollout to three states. Maybe I should delete the livestreams and come clean to everyone who invested time in our little act. This could stop now. I could resume a slow, manageable rollout, instead of making myself crazy while Nana and Granny boil in their house that’s about to collapse around them.

“Maybe I should call off the fourth date,” I say.

Bethany looks at me like I grew snakes for hair.

“Are you kidding me? Have you seen your latest subscriber count? You’re almost to three thousand.”

“That’s not a lot,” I say.

“That’s exponential growth. You’re on a roll. You can’t stop now.”

I focus on Sarah. “What do you think?”

“I think you’ve come this far, so why not? Also, you almost kissed him.”

“Would you stop saying that?”

Sarah grins.

I groan again.

Luke was right. This little exercise for the Instagram audience could crash and burn. I could fall for Luke all over again—if I haven’t already—and he could cheat on me. Or dump me. Or fall deeper in love with me. I don’t know which is worse.

“How do I look?” I ask.

“Like you haven’t slept in three days,” Sarah says.

“That bad, huh?”

“Maybe it’s the lighting.”

I grab my phone and laptop and walk over to the window. An extra seat is already waiting for me there, so I plop down, balance my laptop on my knees, and tap the mousepad to wake it up. I copy the URL for my last livestream with Luke and paste it into the Instagram comment picker that I already have bookmarked. Then, I open Instagram on my phone and start a livestream.

Sarah wasn’t lying. I am not looking my best. I smooth a section of frizzy hair and angle my face toward the light to camouflage the bags under my eyes.

“Hey, fam. Time for another Live. How’s everyone doing?”

I fake being excited and energetic as I respond to comments. Five minutes later, I get to the point. “I promised a fourth date with Luke, and I said you could pick.” I turn my phone around so the audience can see my laptop screen. “I’ve already entered the URL. Here we go.” I click enter and the comments roll by, eventually coming to rest on a selection.

“Tidewater Island Beach Ecology Tour,” I read. I flip the phone around. “That’s a relief. If we got scuba diving lessons, I would have backed out.”

I tell everyone to keep an eye out for further announcements, tell them to check out my app, say a few niceties to balance my sales pitch, and then I sign off.

“Thank goodness you’re the spokeswoman, not me,” Bethany says.

“It’s my company. I do the dirty work.”

Sarah raises a hand. “So do I.”

“Yes, because you are going with me.” I add a smile to soften my demand.

“I am?”

“I need a videographer for this one.”

“Wow, my resume keeps growing.”

Bethany and I wrap up at seven in the evening. I retreat to my apartment, fill up the bathtub with hot water and bubbles and soak for half an hour. Then I grab a snack and settle onto my couch with phone in hand.

Tidewater Island Beach Ecology Tours, I text Luke.

A few minutes later I receive: ???

That’s our next date.

Oh. Yeah. OK.

I tell him I’ll schedule the tour and let him know when and where to meet.

OK let me know, he answers in a very restrained way that leaves me looking puzzled at my phone.

Later when I’m in bed, I replay the moment on the pier overlooking Charleston Harbor. This time, instead of walking away, I kiss him and my heart sings in time with the crashing waves.
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The crowd at the Seagrove Beach entrance plaza is light at this hour—nine o’clock in the morning on a Friday with children already back in school. Mostly older folks make use of the colorful facilities which include restrooms, changing rooms, and a concession stand, all on a raised deck. Our tour guide instructed us to meet at the concession stand’s umbrella-covered tables, which is where Sarah and I are parked waiting for the rest of the tour group to arrive, including Luke.

The tour group consists of two retired couples and a small class from College of Charleston’s marine biology program. The older couples sit at a table next to us, both women wearing fanny packs along with their flowered cotton blouses. They’re more than acquaintances judging by their conversation about some fellow back home in Ohio who’s building a mansion with his retirement funds.

I cease my eavesdropping as Luke approaches. My brain ceases all activity when I see him in his wide-striped swim trunks in three shades of blue, hemmed just above the knee to show off the beginnings of his well-defined quads and the fullness of his chiseled calves. Even his feet look sexy in a pair of cheap foam flip-flops. His white tank top displays his capped shoulders and veiny arms, while the sun highlights the curves and angles of his muscles and adds a yellow glow to his tanned skin. I’m stunned. Why am I swooning? It feels so juvenile, yet here I am. He can’t see me like this. I look down.

“Am I late?” he asks before sitting across from me.

Brain. Not. Functioning.

He was always well-built, but my, he’s been hitting the gym since we dated. I fumble for simple words and phrases.

“Um. The tour hasn’t— We’re wait—”

“We’re waiting for the tour guide to arrive,” Sarah says.

I peek at Luke and then avert my eyes from his well-defined chest as I try to regain my composure.

“It’s Sarah, right?” Luke asks.

“That’s me,” Sarah answers.

“I didn’t realize this was a threesome.”

I take a deep breath. I think I’m ready to resume adulting.

“She’s our videographer,” I say.

Sarah picks up my phone. Sun glints off its glass screen as she waves it in the air.

“Ah,” Luke says. “Yes. The livestream. I can’t wait.”

“That sounded sarcastic,” I say.

“It was,” Luke answers cheerfully.

I can’t argue with him, really. The idea of being entertaining for prying eyes is low on my list of fun things to do on a Friday morning. Hopefully, the tour guide will do the entertaining for us. I already asked her if it was okay to stream the tour. She said absolutely and was excited about the free marketing.

Speaking of, she arrives in a pair of khakis and a tan button-up shirt à la Steve Irwin with a young male assistant in tow whose arms are balancing several buckets and a plastic container full of beachcombing tools. Her flaming red curls bob in the gentle wind, framing her pale skin which should have an aversion to sunny Charleston, yet her complexion is fresh, freckled, and wrinkle-free. She smiles at us and welcomes us to the tour, explaining why she scheduled it at such an odd hour.

“We always schedule the tours during low tide because that’s when we find the most critters crawling and wiggling about.”

I tap Sarah’s arm. “I guess we should start recording.”

She logs into my Instagram account and starts the livestream. While our tour guide continues her welcome speech, I whisper into the phone.

“All right, guys. We’re here. Date number four.” I hold up four fingers. Why do I always do that? “Luke is here with me, and we have a videographer this time. This is Sarah, everyone.” I angle the phone toward Sarah, and she quickly turns it away. I forgot to ask her if she wanted to show her face. I just got my answer.

Our tour guide, who introduced herself as Alice, begins telling us about some of the unique features of Tidewater Island’s beaches.

“We do our tours on Seagrove Beach because this is where we tend to see the greatest variety of animals, particularly around the jetty where pools form when the tide goes out. You’ll get to poke around the beach, investigate the tide pools, and see what you can find. When you find an animal, bring them over to the touch tank. I’ll introduce you to each critter and tell you a few fun facts about them.”

I look at Luke. He’s focused intently on Alice. I focus intently on his veiny forearm that’s resting heavily on the recycled plastic tabletop. Sarah catches me and points the camera at my face. I stop myself just before scowling, and I flit my eyes back to Alice.

I’m not sure how riveting her speech is for the Instagram audience. I feel a bit antsy thinking I need to provide higher-quality entertainment, but I guess this is what they signed on for.

Alice’s assistant goes around and hands out shovels and dip nets, and then we head to the beach. Luke and I walk shoulder to shoulder along the long boardwalk that carries us over grassy dunes. Sarah follows us. I can feel the camera drilling into my back.

When we reach the sand, we start to spread out, but Alice calls us back. She takes several minutes to point out bumps and lumps in the sand, indicators of life, and she shows us how to retrieve the burrowed animals with our shovels.

After a few more interesting details about the beach’s ecology, she sends us off with our nets and our shovels to dig, poke, and wander in search of life.

“Shall we?” Luke points his shovel and dip net toward the ocean, prompting me to head that way.

“Um. Should we search the sand first, or—” Luke’s muscles distract me again. I’ve never seen such perfectly sculpted arms. Has he been chugging raw eggs and protein powder?

Sarah widens her eyes at us and circles her finger in the air, trying to rally the troops. We aren’t providing good entertainment.

I walk over to Luke, grab his elbow, and pull him toward the water’s edge. “Maybe this was a bad idea,” I whisper. “I feel self-conscious.”

“You? I feel like a hermit crab in a touch tank.”

I laugh. “Let’s just try to be ourselves, okay?” I release his arm, but my hand remains warm with the memory of his skin against mine.

“Hey.” Luke points to a hole in the sand. “A sign of life. Should we dig?”

“Sure.” I nudge Luke so he’s facing the camera and position myself in the shot. Luke starts digging carefully beside the hole. At a foot and a half down, he crumbles the sand around the tube and pulls out a red, slimy worm. It’s over a foot long.

I gag. Luke laughs at me, and then he dangles the thing in front of my face.

“Don’t hurt the worm,” Sarah calls from behind the camera.

“Do you want to hold it?” Luke asks.

I wave my hands between my chest and the vile creature. “No. Just no. God should have never created that. He made a mistake.”

“I think it would go nicely in your hair.” Luke moves to lay it on my curls.

“Oh no, you don’t. This isn’t second grade. We’re all adults here.”

“Speak for yourself,” Luke says. He winks at me, and then sobers a bit, placing the worm in his drop net for safekeeping.

We wander back to Alice and show her our find. She tells us the name of the worm—a strange word starting with a “P”—and tells us they usually live two to three feet down and feed on plankton when the tide comes in. We leave the creature for others to see and then we head to the jetty to search the tide pools.

I find a crab skittering about one of the salt-water puddles. It’s under a rock, so I can’t use my dip net to capture it. Luke dares me to use my hand.

“Are you crazy? That thing might bite me.”

“I don’t think they bite.”

“Look at its hands. They could clip a fingernail.”

“Those are pincers, not hands,” Luke chuckles. He reaches under the rock and grabs the crab.

“You’re crazy.” I look at the camera and point at Luke. “He’s crazy.”

With his fingers safely out of pincer range, Luke carries the crab over to Sarah, gives the Instagram audience a good look, and then we meander back to the touch tank to learn more about the species of crab and how it interacts with its environment.

When we return to the jetty, we wade into the water a bit and peer into the crevices between the rocks for more finds. Luke keeps looking, but I pause for a moment, enter the water to my shins, and suck in the salty ocean air, with its hint of decay that somehow comes off smelling sweet.

It’s been awhile since my last beach day. Whenever I come, I bring a low beach chair and set it at the shoreline, letting the waves come in and wash over my legs.

The waves are gentle this morning with long intervals between surges. Water sloshes against my shins as they arrive and sand sucks away from my feet as they recede.

I turn to see what Luke’s up to. He’s still intent on finding marine animals among the rocks.

We used to come to the beach often in the summers. One Saturday we decided to buy boogie boards and bring them along. The waves were calm that day too, so riding the boards wasn’t particularly exciting. We saw young kids perching their boogie boards at the water’s edge and running to them from a spot far back in the sand. When their feet met the boogie board, they glided over the water for a bit before jumping off into the waves.

I’m not sure whose idea it was to try the same, but I do remember that Luke went first and successfully rode the board several feet, deftly hopping off to avoid crashing face first into the water. I wasn’t so lucky. When my feet hit the Styrofoam board, it stuck to the sand, and I took several clumsy strides into the ocean before face planting in the water.

Luke made sure I was okay, which I was, except I hadn’t intended to get my hair wet that day. It hung like a mop against my cheeks and my back. I tried to twist it into a bun to no avail.

Stupidly, I made a second attempt, gathering speed as I ran from the sand. This time, my board skidded onto the water, but my body’s forward momentum was greater than the board’s, and I somehow managed to do a flip. I landed on my back in shallow water, knocking the wind out of my lungs.

As I lay there blinking the stars from my eyes, Luke’s concerned face appeared in my vision.

“Are you okay?”

The waves tickling my scalp and cheeks made me laugh. Soon, I was clutching my stomach, laughing hysterically.

“I guess that means you’re fine,” Luke said, still leaning over me. Water slid down his cheeks and formed droplets that fell onto my face.

“Whose idea was this?” I said, finally settled down, but still gasping for air.

“I think the flip was your idea,” Luke said smiling. He had one arm on either side of me, his broad chest shading me from the sun.

“I need to file a complaint with Isaac Newton.”

“He didn’t create gravity, he just discovered it.”

“That jerk.”

Luke smiled again, and then gravity pulled his body toward mine. Our lips met and passion weighted his kiss. I relished the moment as water lapped against our bodies. My body melted and I became one with the ocean, my essence mingling with the salt water.

When he pulled away, I grinned. “We’re in public.”

“Not for long,” he said mischievously. He grabbed my hands and pulled me to my feet, gathered me up in an embrace. “Let’s go home and take a shower to get that sand out of your hair.”

The throaty call of a passing seagull awakens me from my reverie. I realize I’ve been staring at Luke. For how long? I glance at Sarah to find the camera’s lens trained on me. She’s smiling broadly and gives me a thumbs up. The heat of embarrassment spreads into my cheeks.

I hastily walk over to Luke and pretend to be fascinated by a tide pool while I wait for the heat to subside.

“No way,” Luke says.

I don’t think he noticed my wistful staring. Maybe we can edit it out of the video later.

“What did you find?” I ask as I peek over his shoulder.

“I’m not sure, but I think...”

He uses both his hand and his dip net to reach far into a crevice between two large boulders. What he pulls out astonishes us both. The creature is small, multi-tentacled, with a bulbous body that flattens against his net.

“It’s a freakin’ octopus,” he says.

I press my hand to my mouth. “Oh my gosh. Get it to the touch tank, quick!”

We jog over to Alice and show her our find.

She’s just as astonished as we are. Luke carefully lowers the octopus into the salt water, and we watch in fascination as its tentacles undulate through the water. He wiggles his fingers in front of what looks like the creature’s eyes. It wraps two tentacles around his index finger and suctions on.

“That feels so strange,” he says. “Try it, Cassie.”

I eye the octopus warily. “I don’t know.”

“It’s not slimy.”

“Octopuses are intelligent creatures,” Alice says. “It’s studying you.”

The red worm slithers in a separate pan. In this pan are the octopus and a few small fish. No pinching crabs or stinging jellyfish.

“Fine,” I concede.

I dip my finger into the water near the octopus, near Luke’s hand. The octopus notices my presence and wraps a tentacle around my finger. I can feel the individual suction cups as they grab hold. They feel soft and reassuring. A moment later, my hand drifts into Luke’s as the small, but mighty octopus pulls the two of us together. We sit in amazement for a few solitary moments until other tour members crowd around to view the spectacle.

I gently remove my hand and give someone else a go at it. Taking my lead, Luke stands, and we retreat to the rear of the group.

“I’m not sure anything can top that,” he says.

I nod. “He was actually a cute little guy.”

“Better than the worm?”

“Much better.”

Luke smiles, wraps his arm around my shoulder, and pulls me close.

I freeze. This wasn’t in the manual. Unless I missed it.

I mentally tear through the Date Number Four manual, which I carefully composed before meeting Luke at the beach this morning. Side hugs definitely aren’t listed.

Luke notices my surprise because he drops his arm and mutters, “Sorry.”

I’m left standing alone, wondering why I’m being such a prude. I reference the manual again.

Oh yes. This is a pretend date. I’m still mad at Luke for...stuff. What “stuff” was that? It’s fading from my memory, sinking into a nebulous fog. I try to reach for it, but I grasp formless vapors.

“It’s okay,” I say.

Luke looks down at me, a soft smile playing on his lips. He doesn’t reach around me again, though. I’m a little disappointed.

I turn to Sarah and wave into the camera. “Hey guys, I think we’re going to call it quits here. I don’t think we can top the octopus. What do you think, Luke? Are you ready to sign off?”

“Do we have to?” He says it convincingly, but I know he’s lying.

“My battery is about to die,” Sarah says.

“Oh, no.” I feign disappointment. “We’re losing power.”

“Seriously, it’s about to die. I’m not just trying to rescue you guys.”

I feel my eyelids start to peel back, but I remember I’m on camera.

“Ha ha,” I manage. It sounds forced. “We love these livestreams, don’t we, Luke?”

Luke leans over my shoulder. “I love this like I love a rack of smoked ribs.”

I manage to raise an eyebrow at him while remaining focused on the camera.

“That’s some serious love,” I say. “He means it. Okay, thanks for picking the location of our date, it was wonderful to explore the beach.”

I plug Tidewater Island Beach Ecology Tours and MatchAI before signing off.

“Ever the saleswoman,” Luke says, smiling.

“Was it too much?”

“Not at all. You’re a natural.”

We continue enjoying our morning without the watchful eye of the camera. Sarah hangs back and pokes around in the sand, splashes a bit in the ocean.

When the tour is over and the animals have been returned to their habitats, we head toward our cars. Luke escorts us to mine. He lets Sarah open her own door but follows me to the driver’s side.

I rest my hand on the door handle. I don’t feel ready to climb in just yet. He grins and looks down at his feet.

Sarah peers at us over the hood. “I think I need to...” She flits her eyes between me and Luke. “Yeah. I need to do Number Two.”

“Really?!” I exclaim.

“Sorry!” She ducks her head, spins around, and runs toward the restrooms.

“Wow,” I say. “That wasn’t graceful at all.”

“Maybe she really has to go.” Luke flicks his thumb across his chin and gazes at me beneath his strong brow. The angle of the sun emphasizes the well-defined planes of his cheeks, his squared-off chin.

“Sure.” I cross my arms and will myself not to break eye contact. I want to study his physique: the cut of his biceps and the appealing curves of his pectorals. But I command my eyes to remain on his, even as the intensity of his stare sends my mind reeling through memories of his skin against mine.

“I’m sorry I grabbed you earlier. I forgot where I was. I think my brain warped back a few years for a moment.”

“You didn’t grab me,” I manage to squeak out. “It was a side hug.”

His gaze softens. “True. We don’t do those anymore, though, do we?”

Surely he knows I can’t answer that. If I say side-hugs are acceptable, then it’s on. Next thing you know we’ll be kissing, and exploring, and...

I do love how my shoulder tucks perfectly under his arm. Like I belong there, a part of him, two puzzle pieces forming a larger picture.

“No. I guess not,” I say finally.

Luke looks down.

“I’ve gotten several emails from your neighbors,” I say, trying to extend the conversation.

I need to decide what I want. Luke’s arm around me or not? Luke’s attention or not? Sarah is right. I’m stringing him along. Using him. No matter what he did to me in the past, he doesn’t deserve this.

“I’m busy this weekend going into next week,” I add. “We’re launching into three new states.”

“I heard that through the grapevine. That’s a bold move. I’m on board.”

“Yeah, it’s going to keep me on my toes. But things should lighten up, say, next Thursday or Friday? Maybe we could get together and go through the emails. You could help me decide if a tour on your street is viable.”

Luke meets my eyes again and my stomach flutters. “Would cameras and livestreams be involved?”

“You know...” I fold my arms behind my back and lean against my car, mostly because my legs feel like they’re melting, but also to appear casual. I hope Luke buys it. If he knew what was really going through my head right now... “I think I might be over the livestreaming deal.”

Luke’s face brightens.

“I mean, we can check back in with Instagram now and then. We’ll have to, just to keep the ball rolling if you’re okay with that.”

“Of course.” Luke nods. “Then yes, I’d love to meet. Should we pick a Joe and Go?”

“I was thinking my place.”

I watch Luke draw in a breath. His posture relaxes. “I’d love that.”

“Okay, then.” I smile and give myself a shove off the car. Luke reaches around and opens the door for me. “I’ll text you the details,” I say as I climb into the driver’s seat.

“Looking forward to it.” He gives the door a light push until it latches. I feel his eyes on me as I pump the brake and reach for the Start button. He’s still standing there when the engine revs, and when I throw the car into reverse. I glance up at him.

He motions for me to roll down the window.

“You’re missing someone,” he says after I open my window a crack.

Sarah.

Wow.

I’m not all here.

“Yeah. Thanks,” I say. “I’ll just sit here until she gets back.”

“Okay.” He gives me a low wave and walks away.

I guess this is it then. Things just got real.


Chapter 16


Luke

Monday mornings are a time for most adults to commute to work or, for those blessed to telework like me, it’s a time to put on a pot of coffee and crack open our laptops from the comfort of home—unless you’re the boss, like me, then you get to make up your own rules. That means when I let Korg out for his morning pee and find the lawn soaked with dew, a layer of fog gently blanketing the street, and a temperature that doesn’t make me feel like fried bacon, it’s time for some yard work.

I start with the rock beds out front. They’re dirtied up with grass clippings, dead leaves, and sticks from previous bush trimmings. Luckily, I have just the thing: a three-hundred-dollar 51cc Husqvarna backpack blower that I bought yesterday at Lowes.

Fine. The leaf blower is the real reason I’m in the mood for yard work. This thing’s a beast, a hairdryer on a heavy dose of steroids. It’s powerful. It’s loud. Especially at nine thirty in the morning. Ed might send me a letter of noncompliance in the mail, but at least my landscaping beds will be free of debris.

After blowing leaves from the river rock, I turn the high-powered current of air on Korg and part his hair every which way. He thinks he’s at the doggie spa, which he loves because of all the cooing and doting.

Ten minutes is about all I can take. I tuck the blower safely in my shed and pull out my leather gardening gloves and a spade.

My garden is in better shape than it was a few weeks ago, but it could still use some work. I contemplate the square of weeds for a moment and decide it’s time to employ heavy machinery. I’ll focus on the thorny bushes today, get rid of those, and then rent a cultivator to uproot the more benign weeds. Then, I’ll throw down a thick blanket of annual rye to choke out any weeds that dare to germinate. I’m not a farmer, but according to an article on Google, it should work.

I throw on my gloves and make quick work of the smaller sticker bushes, tossing them to the side to discard later. My previous experience with these nasty little buggers taught me that the larger ones have big roots. This time, I’m prepared with my spade to dig deep and loosen the surrounding soil. Unless I want thorns in my zucchini next year, I need to pull out the entire tap root.

Speaking of thorns in my side, Macy called me last night asking for more money. This time it’s her transmission. I get that an old Ford Focus can’t last forever, but five thousand dollars for parts and labor? Really?

“That’s the cost of a new car,” I blurted into the phone.

“A new car costs five times that.”

“I meant a used car.”

Can you hear a shrug? Because I’m pretty sure I heard her shrug.

Here’s where I could have cut it off. I could have said, “Look, Macy. This is starting to feel a little weird. Um, Gabe isn’t my son, and why am I still giving you money when you cheated on me and had a baby with another man?”

In hindsight, I should have ignored Macy all those years ago when she offered to buy me another mint julep.

We were at the SkyBar at the Waldorf Astoria in Las Vegas. I was hiding from my roomie, Jen Potts. Technically, Jen was my date. Girlfriend, I guess. We flew into Las Vegas for the weekend. Seemed like a good idea until I had to share a room with her and discovered she snored. Loudly.

On our previous dates, I’d left her apartment to the nasal tune of, “Stay the night this time, Boo Boo. I need to spoon.” Why I thought she’d make a good traveling companion is beyond me. I was trying to get back into the dating scene, still not over Cassie. Not thinking straight at all.

That night Jen decided to paint her toenails while watching Love Island and humming the Wii theme song, all while wearing a red negligee that I suppose was meant to put me in the mood. I’d hardly slept the night before, so the only thing it made me want to do was scream. I decided to head up to the bar instead.

I ordered myself a mint julep and stirred it with my mini straw, trying to think of ways I could head back to L.A. without Jen noticing. My sullenness attracted Macy’s attention. She was there for a bachelorette party. The wife-to-be was loaded, had paid their way, and showered them with expensive drinks and plenty of gambling money. Her friends had gone to their rooms to pass out, while Macy stayed to hit on me.

Macy and I sat at the bar all night and talked. Deep stuff, like our bucket lists, our wildest dreams, our past relationship failures. It was the first time I’d really connected with a woman since Cassie. I convinced myself we had something.

When I got back to the hotel room, I was frank with Jen. I told her I hated being called “Boo Boo,” I wasn’t a fan of video games, especially not the Wii, and therefore we needed to break up.

Back in L.A., Macy and I started spending all our free time together. We had our first fight only five days into the relationship. That night we made up in the bedroom. It was powerful. The cycle of fighting and making up.

We bonded like Gorilla Glue on...well...anything. Imagine gluing your thumb to your pointer finger with some strong GG. That’s what it was like. Me and Macy. Stuck together with water-activated polyurethane, impossible to tear apart without deadly chemicals and a fair amount of pain. If it sounds unhealthy, that’s because it was.

For nine months I thought I was going to be a dad. Nine months of shopping for baby clothes and toys and furniture. Nine months of decorating and planning and picking out names and facing my fears about being a parent. Nine months of settling in, deciding, yeah, I can do this, I can be a dad. And then seeing the baby, bloody and fresh out of the womb, my child. I shed tears.

And then Macy said he might not be mine. I don’t know why she waited until the child was in my arms. To amplify the cruelty? I thought I might die under the crushing weight of my shock, disappointment, outrage. Sorrow.

I handed her the baby, collapsed into the stiff recliner next to her bed and cradled my head in my hands. I knew what this was. Karma. Me reaping what I’d sown. The weight of my past indiscretions with women, from flirting when I was supposed to be committed, to outright cheating, I felt it all. I deserved it. What I put into the world I’d gotten back ten-fold. I wasn’t a dad. I was just a guy nobody needed, with a string of failed relationships behind me. Maybe that’s why I agreed to help Macy, despite what she’d done to me. She needed my money. At least someone needed me for something.

But I’ve healed. I’ve changed. I’ve moved on. Now, I need her to stop calling me, stop depending on me, stop asking me for money. It’s all gotten too...unhealthy. That’s why when she asked me for five grand last night, I said, “I guess.”

Well done, self. Well done.

I need to think this through, that’s what I need to do. I need to develop a clear exit plan, a foolproof evacuation of my Benjamins from her pockets.

I continue systematically clearing the garden, removing thorny plant after thorny plant while I plan my escape from Macy. Soon, I’m left with a big bad beast that’s managed to grow to thigh height and is in the process of going to seed. Its thorns are the length of two thumbnails. Impalement would cause serious blood leakage and anguish. The sucker has to go. I dig around the root, discouraged to find it goes deeper than I imagined.

Korg comes over and takes a sniff. I wish he’d lend his paws to the effort, but he only digs when I tell him not to, and always in the middle of the yard. Luckily, the exposed root doesn’t have thorns, so I grab on tight and pull. I put my weight into it, wiggling the plant side to side to loosen more dirt. With one final heave, something lets go. The momentum from my own strength sends me tumbling onto my back, ginormous weed in hand like it’s a prized state fair entry.

Korg makes quick work of my face, licking my forehead and then my cheeks, and then giving me mouth-to-mouth.

“Korg! No!” I roll over to my side and wipe my lips with the back of my hand. Gritty dirt smudges my face. I probably look like a coal miner. But my prize distracts me. The entire weed, tap root and all, along with a generous clod of dirt, hangs loosely in my hand.

I had no idea dirt could be so rewarding. Mom never let me play in it growing up. Something about microbes and tapeworms and ants. She let cans of potatoes sit on the shelf for ten years past their expiration dates, but if I came in with dirt under my fingernails after frolicking at the park, it was straight to the sink with soap and a brush.

I stand and throw the big bad beast onto my pile of extracted sticker bushes and anchor my hands on my hips while surveying my work. Loose piles of black dirt dot the garden everywhere, full of microbes and nutrients that will feed the seeds I’ll eventually throw down, turning each little promise into a budding plant with the help of some rain and a bit of luck. Fresh starts, every one of them.

This is much better than sitting in front of my laptop for virtual meeting after virtual meeting.

Satisfied with my work, I return the spade and gloves to the shed and call Korg to my side. Together we head into the kitchen. I pour him a fresh bowl of cold water and then I go up to shower. I’m in my birthday suit when my phone buzzes.

I see Cassie’s name and fumble for my phone and a towel. Something about naked-texting feels inappropriate. With towel cinched around my waist, I swipe up and read Cassie’s text.

We hit 5K today, her text reads.

I drop the lid on the toilet and perch on my porcelain throne. Dull, white tiles frame the bathroom. The dingy, mildewed grout begs me to put it out of its misery with a sledgehammer. I’m too busy marveling over Cassie’s text to pay attention.

This is the first time she’s texted me for reasons other than logistics. Clearly, she wants me to celebrate with her, so I type, carefully, That’s cool. I stare at my response for a moment and decide it’s stupid. I decide to use my big words instead: That’s fabulous.

That’s no good either. So, I decide on: Seriously?

It’s a question which should prompt her to text back.

Yep, Cassie texts. Sorry. We might have to livestream more dates. Instagram loved your octopus.

Our octopus, I correct.

Cassie: <smiley emoji>

What did they think of your red slimy worm? I prod, trying to keep the conversation going.

Cassie: <barfing emoji>

I scroll up a few lines and consider Cassie’s comment about more livestreaming. I hope she doesn’t mean our “date” later this week, which we haven’t officially marked on our calendars. I decide to take a chance.

We need to keep our research session between you and me, tho, no prying eyes. If they want to learn about my haunted house, they’ll have to pay for the tour.

When I’m done writing, I reread it and hit send.

Dots loop across my phone for a good minute.

Definitely, she finally responds.

Why did it take her so long to type one word? It’s a strong word though, decisive, firm. No livestream. We both agree.

I’ll make time on Friday, she texts.

You can make time?? What kind of sorcery is that? Does it require a cauldron of rare forest herbs?

Cassie: <laughing emoji>

Eye of salamander and heart of crickets, she adds.

Crickets have hearts?

Sure. They must, she answers.

I bet they’re tiny.

Bigger than a gnat’s heart.

Me: <mind-blown emoji>

Dot, dot, dot. Dot, dot, dot.

I guess it’s still my turn. Well, I would like to order four hours, please, with ketchup and mustard.

Four? Cassie quickly responds.

Too little?

It depends on how much you annoy me.

I smile at my phone. A joking Cassie is a happy Cassie. And that’s all I want.

I’ll only be a little annoying, I type back.

Cassie: Then we’ll see how it goes. My place at six? I will require food.

I as well.

Excellent, Cassie responds. We’ll DoorDash.

Fancy, I text.

I know how to please my guests. Don’t take that the wrong way.

I know what you meant. Hey, keep me posted on the stats.

Will do, Cassie replies.

No more dots. We end it there. I release my towel and jump into the shower to wash away the dirt.

Friday can’t come soon enough.
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On Wednesday, it occurs to me that I need to go above and beyond. Cassie swoons over history. It’s one of her love languages.

I find the number for the Charleston Historical Foundation and dial them up. No one answers, so I leave a message telling them I’m interested in learning more about the history of the houses along my street and asking how I might go about it. Then, I head to my office and scroll through my emails.

At twelve thirty the doorbell rings. Korg goes into watchdog mode and barks until I tell him to simmer down, it’s just the UPS guy. His ears perk up at “UPS.” He knows it means treats. As expected, two dog bones rest on my package. I grab the box from the front porch, toss the bones to Korg, and meander back to my office.

I haven’t put in an Amazon order, which means the package must be work-related. I’m right. It’s full of man-soap—Squatch’s on one side and IronForge’s on the other. I spend the next fifteen minutes doing the sniff test and decide I’m sufficiently impressed with IronForge’s offerings. The scents are sharper, bolder, less I spent a week in the woods and more I mold metal with my bare hands.

I pull up to my laptop, prepared to give a report to my partners when my phone rings. I don’t recognize the number, so I use my work voice.

It’s the lady from the Charleston Historical Foundation. She informs me that they have an archive and I’m welcome to look through it whenever I have the time, but she’ll have to let me into the office because they’re all volunteers, and they can’t afford to pay a secretary, and nobody has a key but her because people can’t be trusted these days. I tell her I’m free now. She ums and hms for a moment before agreeing to meet me there in half an hour.

Since her office is less than five minutes away, I kill time by slapping ham and cheese between two slices of whole wheat toast. I grab a handful of pretzels before sitting down to enjoy my culinary artistry.

I’m not sure what to look for in the archive. Hopefully, tidbits of Charleston’s history along with nuggets from Benton Street’s past jump out at me and say Cassie would find this endlessly fascinating. She has a particular affinity for historical structures—who built them, who resided in them, what happened there. She also knows her history better than anyone I’ve ever met.

When we went to the Chicago History Museum, she shared random facts like she worked for the museum. In the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 exhibit, she schooled me on the details.

“You’re not even reading the placards,” I said. “How do you know all this?”

“I wrote a paper about it for my senior year American History class.”

By five o’clock our feet felt like ground sausage and our legs screamed for recliners and glasses of painkilling Pinot Noir. The city was blustery that day with low, moisture-laden clouds that couldn’t decide whether to spit rain or snow—a typical Chicagoan December. We’d headed up from Charleston to spend the weekend before Christmas with my parents. Part of my Christmas gift to Cassie had been touring Chicago’s best historical museums with her. Part two would come later.

We took the “L” back to my neighborhood. She snuggled next to my leather coat, her body feeling cozy and warm next to mine. When she thanked me for pretending to be interested in history, I rested my finger beneath her chin, lifted her face toward mine, and relished her deep brown eyes before telling her I wasn’t pretending. Anything she loved, I loved, and then I pressed my lips to hers, immersing myself in her softness for a good thirty seconds.

When we parted, an elderly lady across from us wearing a plastic head wrap and clutching a cane scowled at us. “We’re in public,” she said, grimacing at my hand which had found its way up Cassie’s thigh. Fair enough. I’d forgotten where I was. An easy enough thing to do when I had Cassie tucked under my arm.

I kept her there as we exited the train and walked the six blocks to my childhood home. The clouds had settled on snow, a tiny pellet variety that pelted our cheeks and foreheads. Christmas lights on porches and eaves provided entertainment in the premature darkness.

Back at the house, Mom already had dinner ready. Dad had paused his usual gallivanting to spend time with his son, although I almost wished he was absent. Mom put up with his cheating, but she wasn’t natural about it. In Dad’s presence she stiffened, her voice took on an edge, and she spoke in terse sentences laden with double meanings.

When they’d both mercifully gone to bed, Dad in the downstairs bedroom and Mom in the master suite upstairs, Cassie and I sat in front of a fire in the living room nursing our second glass of Pinot Noir. My feet and legs were sufficiently numb, but the rest of me was as hot as the flames licking the firewood.

“I don’t understand why she stays,” Cassie whispered, as though Mom might be hiding in the woodwork listening in, which was quite possible.

I peered over my shoulder, checked the dining room, and looked for Mom-sized shadows. I was pretty sure we were in the clear.

“It’s complicated,” I answered.

Cassie furrowed her brow.

“She’s lonely. Her parents are gone. Her sister moved to Seattle. She doesn’t get out except to the ladies’ group at the yacht club and she complains that they’re all phonies as soon as she comes home.”

Cassie fingered the long stem of her glass, her pink fingernails glinting in the firelight. She snuggled closer to me, just beneath my arm. I stroked her shoulder as I contemplated the translucent orange and red flames that somehow, in a mysterious act of chemistry, were keeping us warm.

“I still don’t understand why she puts up with his cheating,” Cassie said.

I didn’t have a better answer than I’d already provided, so I continued studying the fire, contemplating the impermanence of each flame as it leaped up only to disappear a millisecond later.

“Why does he cheat?” Cassie asked.

A laugh rumbled from my chest. “That’s the million-dollar question.”

“You must know. You followed in his footsteps.”

My muscles tensed. I looked over at Cassie to find her staring at me, a hardness to her features that conveyed distrust.

“I’m not my dad,” I said.

“But you cheated on your girlfriends.”

I pulled away from Cassie, just enough to turn and give her proper focus.

“My grandpa was MIA when Dad was growing up. He had to fend for himself. Create his own definition of “happy.” But I don’t think he ever found a happiness that satisfied him. He’s still searching. He’ll find it in a woman, and then his happiness grows stale. When it does, he moves on to the next.”

“Is that why you cheated?”

I clenched my jaw. Concern pulled my eyebrows inward. I hated that my past made Cassie distrustful in the present. Worst of all, I didn’t have an answer for her. I could go deep, say, like father like son. Or I could offer the more accurate truth, that I was just a dumb kid. But would either explanation calm her fear that I might cheat again, this time on her?

“I was selfish,” I said. “And insensitive. And mostly just stupid.”

Cassie looked down at her glass, into the depths of her wine. What she saw didn’t satisfy her, because when she looked at me again the vague distrust still hung on her features.

I walked over to the bookshelf to the left of the fireplace and pulled out the book that was hiding her second gift. Cassie eyed me warily as I walked the square box back to the couch.

“What’s this?” she said when I handed it to her.

“The rest of your Christmas gift.”

“Your gift is still under my tree.”

I placed my hand over both of hers, angled my body so our chests were parallel, and then I dipped my head to level my eyes with hers. “I would never cheat on you, Cassie.” Profound silence punctuated my sentence as Cassie blinked under my steady gaze. She took a deep breath. “I want to believe you, but I—”

I tightened my hand around hers. “I love you.”

Her chest collapsed and her cheeks went slack.

It was the first time I’d said those three words.

She looked down at the Oriental rug, studied its intricate pattern. My words had barreled into her, set her off kilter. Not the effect I’d been going for.

“Um.” She slid her hands and the box out of mine. “I guess I should open this?” Her voice sounded distant.

“Cassie.” I cupped both sides of her neck with my hands, my thumbs anchoring her cheeks. “You can trust me.”

A faint smile warmed her face.

“I’m not pressuring you to say it back,” I added. “I just wanted you to know how I feel about you. About us.”

She nodded. “Okay.”

I dropped my hands and scooted closer to her until our knees were in a line. She set the box on her lap and began tearing at the childlike Santa Claus paper, the best wrapping paper I could find in Mom’s hoarder stash. When she opened it, the diamond-studded cross sparkled in the firelight.

Cassie gasped. “Is this real?”

I chuckled. “Yes. It’s really a cross necklace.”

“The diamonds. Are they real?”

“Of course.”

Cassie gingerly lifted the necklace and studied the glittering pendant. “You didn’t have to do this, Luke.”

“I know. I wanted to.”

She rested the pendant in her hand, her head shaking. “I don’t know what to say.”

“You don’t have to say anything.” I fingered the chain where the two ends met, and then lifted the necklace from Cassie’s hand and undid the clasp. “May I?”

She nodded. I pulled the chain around her neck, my arms encircling her, my body leaned toward hers, and blindly found both sides of the clasp, anchoring them together. Then, I carefully freed her hair and traced the chain with my finger until it touched the cross.

She reached for the necklace but caught my hand instead. “It’s beautiful.”

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered. I drew my hand up her neck, onto her cheek, gently tilted her head, and leaned in for a deep kiss. Her hands found my chest, the top button of my shirt coming easily undone. We descended onto the cushions, her chest rising and falling rapidly against mine.

As my hand discovered the skin beneath her shirt, Cassie pulled away. “I’m afraid your mom is watching,” she whispered.

I caught her lips again, smiling as I enjoyed the closeness. “She probably is,” I murmured.

“Also.” Cassie reared back, compressing the upholstery foam beneath her head. “I love you too.”

Fireworks lit my chest and their spray descended through my arms and legs. We gazed at each other nose to nose, the smile on my face so big I could have aced any clown audition. Cassie giggled.

“Let’s go upstairs,” I whispered.

She agreed and we tiptoed up the creaking stairs, carrying our desire with us into the guest bedroom, taming it just enough to not wake up the house.
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The trip to the Charleston Historical Foundation yields some positive results. I return home with several photocopies of old newspaper articles, five pages of notes, and a new appreciation for the neighborhood I decided to call home.

It’s too late to get any more work done—so I tell myself—which means I have the rest of the night to fashion the bits and pieces of history I collected into a cohesive speech, something Cassie’s tour guide might recite to start the tour.

Sometime around ten o’clock, Mom raps on my office door. She needs to borrow dish soap. I tell her it will cost her a dollar, and she scoffs at me. She waves her hand in front of her nose and tells me Korg stinks before closing the door and leaving me in peace.

At midnight, I take my last drink of La Croix and nudge a sleeping Korg with my toe. Korg lifts his head groggily, blinks fresh tears into his eyes, and stands.

I let Korg out to do his business, and then we both head to my bedroom. I expect a relaxing night of sleep, but I wake up three hours later in a full sweat to the sound of disembodied moans. He/she/it has been quiet for several days. That or I’ve been sleeping through the otherworldly noises.

Korg whines and tries to climb on top of me. His paws stab my gut like five-inch heels on a six-foot model.

“Korg. No. You’re going to send me to the ER.”

I sit up and offer him reassuring pets while the creepy moaning continues. I thought dogs were supposed to look after humans, not the other way around.

“At least the demon cat didn’t decide to break through the gates of hell tonight too,” I say to the top of Korg’s head.

And just like that, I jinx myself. I hear a sharp utterance of the feline variety, the tone both mournful and territorial, low at the start, rounding off at the top, and back down.

I refuse to throw on a pair of flannel pajama pants just to wander around the perimeter of my house waving a flashlight. Been there, done that.

“Let’s go upstairs,” I say to my dog, hopeful that I won’t be able to hear the underworld from the guest room in the far corner of the house. I’m right and the two of us soon fall back to sleep.

The next morning, I’m determined to get to the bottom of Moany Marony. I pull the business card off my bulletin board in the pantry—the one belonging to the guy who sold me this house. The number on the card goes to his secretary. When she asks if the matter is urgent, I tell her yes, I have a haunting and I need to know if the ghost is friendly or out to steal my soul. She sounds adequately concerned, so I tell her my story and my relation to her boss.

“I’m not sure I should do this,” she whispers into the phone, “but I don’t think he’ll mind.”

“I don’t want you to get fired,” I say.

“Oh,” she laughs. “If I get fired it won’t be for giving you his wife’s number.”

I don’t ask her what she’d have to do to get the ax, even though I am a little curious. I just take down his wife’s number and promptly call her after I hang up with the secretary.

“This is Janice,” a voice says on the other end of the line.

“Hi, Janice. This is Luke. Luke Curtis. I bought your home on Benton Street.”

“Yes! Luke.” The higher timbre of her voice denotes recognition. “I remember you from the closing. Are you enjoying the house?”

I fold my arms and lean back in my office chair. “Yeah, yeah. Mostly.”

“Oh no.”

I clear my throat. “There is one little thing—”

“Betsy.”

“I’m sorry, who?”

“Betsy’s stirring up mischief, isn’t she?”

“Um.”

“Let me guess. You hear noises at night. Your cabinet door opens by itself.”

I cover my eyes with my free hand. “You knew your house was haunted and you sold it to me anyway?”

“It’s an old house. It goes with the territory.”

“Could you have mentioned it on Zillow?”

“Would you have bought the house?”

I give my eyes a rub and lean over, resting my elbows on my knees. “Maybe?”

“Betsy is harmless. She’s just looking for Joey.”

“Who’s Joey? Is he squatting here too?”

“Her husband Joey. They were an elderly couple. Joey had cancer and was put on hospice. Betsy was his caregiver until she fell down the stairs and snapped her neck.”

I nearly choke on my spit. After a few coughs, I manage to blurt out, “Snapped?”

“I suppose I could’ve said that more gently. She broke her neck and died instantly.”

I try to digest what I’ve just heard. A grandma with a wobbly neck is wandering my halls. That’s. Just. Awesome. I frown at my carpet. “How do you know this?” I ask.

“We brought in paranormal investigators from New York City. Really sweet couple. He puts on a blindfold and noise-canceling headphones while she asks the dead questions. They speak to him, and he relays the message.”

I shudder at the word “dead.”

“Betsy was very talkative. She said she needed to get Joey his medicine. Kept repeating it over and over.”

“Did she tell you how she died?”

“No. She doesn’t know she’s dead. When we bought the house, the real estate agent disclosed that one of the former owners had died and he told us the manner of her death.”

“And you bought the house anyway?”

“We didn’t know she was still hanging around at that point.”

“Any idea how I might get her to not hang around? She’s disrupting my sleep and reducing my dog to a pile of pudding.”

“The paranormal investigators told her Joey passed peacefully in his sleep, hoping it would satisfy her and help her make the final journey to death, but Betsy is a stubborn woman.”

“Great.”

“She’s not a bad tenant though. She doesn’t clog the toilets or flood the laundry room or leave her dirty dishes around.”

“She doesn’t pay rent either,” I say.

“No, but she’ll mostly leave you alone.”

“What about the cat? Did it break its neck too?”

“Um,” Janice fumbles. “I don’t know anything about a cat.”

“I keep hearing the unholy meows of a disembodied cat.”

“Oh...” Janet pauses. “...dear.”

I don’t like the sound of that. I wait for her to continue.

“We did have a cat that passed away in the house. The vet said it was probably a heart defect. But we never heard Lou Lou’s ghost.”

“Let me guess. She was a beloved cat, attached to your ankle. And now that you’re gone, she misses you.”

“I can’t confirm that. I certainly hope Lou Lou isn’t hanging around. I assumed she crossed the rainbow bridge to be with my dog, Charlie.”

“I think she descended into the crawl space to hang out with the ghosts of a thousand dead spiders.”

“I can give you the name of the paranormal investigators if you’d like.”

The ghost of a dead cat freaks me out a lot less than Betsy moaning about Joey and his pain meds. But a ghost is a ghost, and it still gives me the creeps.

“No. That’s okay,” I say. “I’ll just... Call a priest.”

Janice gasps. “Betsy doesn’t need to be exorcised. She just needs to be understood.”

“We’ll see about that,” I say, my jaw tense. I wonder if I can claim Betsy as a dependent on my taxes. “Anyway, thanks for the info. At least I know I’m not crazy.”

“Not at all. If you have any more questions about the house, let me know. We left our gardening tools in the shed for you. We don’t need them here at the condo.”

“I found them. Thanks.”

“We miss that old house. Take good care of her.”

“Of course.” I don’t mention that in two weeks contractors are going to take sledgehammers to the entire kitchen. I wonder how Betsy will feel when I toss Joey’s medicine cabinet into a dumpster. Hopefully she doesn’t go around knocking over my lamps and Funko Pops.

We say our goodbyes and I hang up. Korg is snoring in the corner, blissfully unaware that we’re living with a poltergeist.

The only positive I see here is that my house just became a stop on Cassie’s ghost tour. I’m sure that will make her happy. And if she’s happy, well, then I’m happy to take one for the team.

I guess.

Hopefully Betsy and Lou Lou are happy too, so I can get some sleep tonight.


Chapter 17


Luke

I ring the bell outside of Cassie’s office, bottle of wine in hand. My heart feels like a jackhammer, pounding away on my resolve to remain cool, to not let my desperation show. I’ve been patient, a gentleman (other than that part where I weaseled my way into her launch), agreeable to livestreams and public humiliation. Tonight, I finally have Cassie all to myself. This could go two ways: 1) I hold it together, or 2) I lose it and blurt out everything I’ve been wanting to say to Cassie since the night we broke up.

I take a deep breath to calm my jitters. Seconds later, Cassie flips the deadlock and lets me inside.

She immediately eyeballs the wine bottle and scrunches her brow. “I hope that wasn’t expensive.”

“Ten bucks. I’m not about to waste any more money on you.” It was supposed to be a joke, but it came off bad.

“Good,” Cassie replies. She doesn’t seem offended. “I already owe you enough as it is.”

She grabs the bottle and leads me to her apartment.

Her studio is warm and inviting, a little boho-style mixed with modern design and rustic chic. (I’ve learned a lot from my interior designer.) She sets the wine on the butcher block island and motions me over. I slide onto one of the bar stools and fold my hands on the counter.

“Let’s decide on food first,” she says.

We agree on pizza from Papa Macaroni’s, Endless Feast for me, and ham and onion for her.

“It’ll be here in thirty,” she says after punching everything into her phone.

“Great. Until then, should we imbibe?” I grab the neck of the wine bottle.

“Just a little,” she says. “I’ve been trying to cut back.”

“Smart. We should drink water instead.”

Cassie turns around and digs through one of her drawers, which by the sound of it, is overstuffed. She fights with a pair of tongs and a spatula, finally managing to shove the drawer closed with her hip.

“After the week I’ve had, I deserve a little wine.” She slaps the corkscrew into my hand, and I go to work.

With full glasses, we head to the small dining table beside the staircase and sit. Cassie pulls her laptop in front of her and starts clicking on the keys.

“I’ve received nine emails from your neighbors,” she says. “I haven’t had a chance to read any of them.”

Cassie’s in boss mode. Her jaw is set, her eyes are awash in the blue glow of her screen, and her tear troughs are pronounced.

“How much did you sleep last night?” I ask.

She shrugs, not taking her eyes off the screen. “Four or five?”

“Hours?”

“Minutes.”

My jaw drops. “You stayed up all night working?”

“I took a nap this afternoon.”

“Are you sure you have the energy to do this tonight?”

She looks at me. Her laptop keys go silent. “Why wouldn’t I?”

I scoot her wine glass closer to her.

She contemplates the wine for a moment, breathes in deeply, and then picks up the glass and takes a gulp. And then another.

“Whoah.” I hold my hands up like stop signs. “You better ease into it.”

“I’m fine,” she says and refocuses on her computer.

I tug on her screen until the laptop makes an obtuse angle. “Cassie. I think you might be working too hard.”

She glances at me, shrugs only her right shoulder this time.

“Why don’t you relax for a minute,” I say. “We can look at those emails in a bit.”

“You’re here to help me research.”

I don’t let her comment discourage me. I’m still determined to turn this into a date.

“And, actually...” I grab her laptop and push it gently, slowly to the side, so I don’t trigger any withdrawal symptoms. “I already did some research. Let me show you.”

I pull my phone from my back pocket and click on the Pages app. The spiel I wrote is in a document named “ForCassie.” I open it and hand my phone over to her.

“What’s this?” she asks cautiously.

“Read it.”

I watch her eyes move left to right as she ingests my words. A smile breaks her tired features. As she scrolls, it grows wider.

“This is amazing,” she says when she’s done. “Where did you find all this information?”

I tell her about my trip to the Charleston Historical Foundation, my run-in with the slightly grumpy volunteer, my hours of studying and compiling the source materials.

Cassie drops back in her chair, her muscles going limp. The first time I’ve seen her relaxed tonight. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure,” I say. “But that’s not all.”

I tell her about my conversation with Janice, the details about my ghost, Betsy, and the presumed ghost of Lou Lou the cat. On cue, Cassie’s cat jumps onto the table and walks lazily to Cassie, its fluffy tail waving seductively.

“This is Pudge,” she says after nuzzling the cat.

“Here, kitty kitty.” I try to entice the cat with my wagging pointer finger.

Cassie giggles. “You’re such a dog person.”

“You know I like cats. They just don’t always like me.”

Pudge does a one-eighty and sniffs my finger. Satisfied, she goes to work nudging me with her cheeks. I feel like her personal masseuse.

“I think she does like you,” Cassie says looking surprised.

“How are your launch plans going?” I ask after Pudge snubs us both and jumps from the table.

Cassie leans back and covers her face with both hands. “Good,” she says when her face reappears. She stretches her arms to the sides and yawns. “Everything is set to go on Tuesday. We have radio segments set up in Atlanta and Tampa. I spent all day yesterday making TikTok videos. Thirty of them.” She groans. “I hate TikTok.”

“That took you all day?”

“I’m not good at lip-syncing. Also, I had to get ready. I couldn’t let people see me like this.” She presents herself to me with a grand gesture.

My expression sours.

“What?” she asks.

“Ninety-nine percent of the women on this planet would die to look like you do now.” Cassie looks gorgeous with her hair wrapped in a bun on the top of her head, the updo emphasizing her high cheekbones.

“If they died to look like me, they’d just be rotten corpses,” Cassie says.

I break into laughter. “That took a dark turn. I think it’s called a figure of speech. Meaning you don’t take it literally.”

“I literally smell like ground cumin,” she says, “I haven’t showered in two days.”

“Are you coming on to me?”

“If you want to smell like a beef enchilada, then sure.”

I scratch above my ear. “I mean no disrespect, but I would patiently await our food by myself if you wanted to take a shower.”

Cassie bugs her eyes. “Do I really stink?”

I shake my head feverishly. “No, not at all. But if you’re worried about your pits, a short shower does all kinds of wonders.”

She sticks her nose into her armpit. She still feels comfortable with me after all our years apart. A good sign.

“You know. Actually. I may take you up on that,” she says. “The food is already paid for, and I left a note telling them to ring the bell.”

I nod. “Me and Pudge will use the time to get to know each other better.” Pudge is sitting on the back of the couch, oblivious of my intentions.

“I’ll only be five minutes. Or ten.”

“Don’t fall asleep in there. I’m not going in to wake you.”

“You better not.”

She climbs to the loft to grab a change of clothes and comes down with a pair of sweats and a towel. I plop onto the couch and forcefully deposit Pudge onto my lap. She puts up with my rubbing for a few minutes and then deploys her claws and flicks her butt in my face. I get the hint and shoo her away.

Cassie’s ten minutes turn into fifteen. The doorbell buzzes and I head through the office to grab the pizza. I set the boxes on her coffee table to keep her away from her laptop for as long as possible. This way we can eat casually on the couch and avoid all talk of business, livestreams, stats, and launches.

I transfer our wine glasses to the coffee table, grab a couple of plates and some napkins. Before settling back onto the couch, I eye Cassie’s Bluetooth speaker and successfully connect to it. I click on my Taylor Swift playlist on Spotify, and then I sit down and wait.

A few minutes later Cassie settles onto the couch next to me, combing her wet hair. Clumps frame her face and rest on her shoulders. She’s wearing gray joggers and a matching zip-up sweatshirt, but the zipper is undone revealing a tight yellow top that exposes a line of skin at her waist. I let my eyes linger there for a moment.

Cassie dives into the pizza like she hasn’t eaten all day, which I’m guessing she hasn’t. Back when we were dating, she often forgot to eat when she was working intensely on a project.

“This is amazing,” she says after her third slice.

“Papa Mac knows pizza.”

Cassie nods.

“You feel better?” I ask.

“So much,” Cassie says before taking a generous bite.

I honestly couldn’t smell her before, but now I can, a soft powder scent mixed with a hint of the ocean. I smile. She hasn’t stopped using Old Spice deodorant. Fiji with Palm Trees.

“What are you smirking about?” Cassie says.

“Nothing. I’m just eating.”

“If you want me to trust you, you have to stop lying to me.”

My face descends and my body temperature drops a few degrees.

Cassie swipes my arm and laughs. “Gotcha.” She points at me.

Temperature returns to 98.6 Fahrenheit, maybe a little higher.

“Good one,” I say and then stuff my face to give my heart rate a chance to stabilize.

After Cassie finishes her fourth slice, she empties her wine glass before standing up to grab the open bottle from the kitchen island. She brings it back to the couch and offers to refill my glass.

“No,” I say, “I’ve had enough.”

She shrugs. “Suit yourself.” And then she fills her slender glass to the rim. A splash of wine escapes her glass and falls onto her joggers.

After a generous sip, she reclines as she savors the taste. We sit silently while Taylor sings over the Bluetooth speaker.

“You don’t even like Taylor Swift,” Cassie says.

“I like what you like.”

She raises an eyebrow at me. “You hate her voice.”

“Hate is a strong word. I just think she sounds like a ten-year-old.”

“You have strange musical tastes.”

“Aerosmith is classic.”

Cassie makes a yuck face, then she leans her head back and closes her eyes, holding her wine glass close to her heart. We sit in silence again.

The song segues into Innocent, a slower beat.

“Do you want to dance?” I ask.

Cassie lifts her head and squints at me. “Dance? With you?”

I look behind me. “I don’t think Betsy or Lou Lou followed me here, so, yeah.”

Cassie lifts one corner of her lips. “I only just recently decided you might not be a jerk.”

“I’m...flattered?”

“Okay. I’ll dance.” She stands, wine glass still in hand.

“You have to put that down though.”

She looks at the glass. “Oh.” She sets it on the coffee table and strolls over to me, a little wobbly. She’s already had too much to drink. Always the lightweight.

Maybe I should sit her back down, brew her some coffee, and call it a night. Taylor Swift’s repeated declarations that you aren’t what you did spur me onward. I’m not who I was. I’m not what I did. I hope Cassie believes it.

“I haven’t done this in forever,” Cassie says. She’s anchored in front of me, arms to her sides.

I smile down at her. “I’ll remind you.” I clasp her right hand in my left and reach around, pulling her closer, leaving some light between us.

We rock back and forth tentatively, our bodies stiff like we’re at an eighth-grade dance. Cassie focuses on the knickknacks beside her flat screen TV, her wet hair inches from my face. The scent of her shampoo is a woody lavender with citrus notes. Clean. Fresh. Captivating.

As the song rolls on, we both relax, our hips becoming more fluid, moving of their own accord along with the gentle swells of the music.

Cassie’s eyes track left, pausing on my chest. She inhales deeply, and as she exhales, I feel the remaining tension in her muscles escape.

“This is nice,” she says. She flicks her eyes up to mine.

“It is,” I say. I bow my head, closing some of the gap between our faces. When I smile, she meets my eyes and smiles faintly.

“We’re supposed to be researching,” she says.

“I like this better.”

Cassie licks her lips and then rests her temple against my chest. My breath hitches. I widen my eyes at the large window across from me, at the building next door with its aging bricks and streaks of efflorescence. We stay like this until the song ends, me barely able to breathe, Cassie like warm taffy under my hands.

The next song has a peppier beat. Cassie lifts her head and looks at me guiltily. To distract her from whatever inner turmoil she must be feeling, I lift our clasped hands and spin her around before dipping her over my knee. It works, she laughs, and the doubt or guilt she might have felt fades from her eyes.

After I pull her back to her feet, we stand chest to chest, still holding hands. Cassie’s smile turns to a frown. She lifts her chin and locks her eyes onto mine.

“If I’m going to let myself get close to you again, I need to know everything.”

“I’ve told you everything.”

“No. I need details. I don’t know why. I just need to know how you ended up making out with Rose, why you almost kissed your secretary.”

“I told you everything in the email, the day after we broke up. You were ghosting me, so I... Did you get the email?”

Cassie nods. “I did. But I deleted it. I didn’t want to know. Now, I guess I do.”

I wrap my hands around Cassie’s forearms. “Are you sure?” The thought of rehashing my mistakes doesn’t settle well. I don’t want to cause Cassie more pain. I don’t want to share intimate details that might turn her away.

“Yes. I’m sure,” she says.

But if the details of my indiscretions will help her heal, I won’t deny her. So, I tell her about the night Rose came over in that godforsaken tube top with that cheap box of wine. How I should have told her to leave. How instead I let her cry mind numbingly about her breakup, and how I drank away my discomfort and inhibitions. “Her tank top went down, and then I made some poor decisions.”

Cassie and I are on the couch now. She finishes her glass of wine and moves to refill the glass.

“You might want to rethink that,” I say as gently as possible. “Believe me, I know what can happen when you drink yourself into oblivion to avoid uncomfortable situations.”

Cassie pauses with her hand wrapped around the neck of the bottle. She studies me for a moment and then lifts the bottle to her lips and takes a swig. She presents the bottle to me, but I shake my head and hold up both hands. She shrugs and then sets the bottle loudly on the coffee table.

“Tell me about the other hussy. I mean, secretary.”

I tell her about the flirting, how I’d thought it was harmless entertainment, how I ignored the subtle guilt I felt whenever I paid Jani too intimate of a compliment. I don’t make excuses for myself. I just tell her the facts. That Jani tried to kiss me, and I fired her.

“Cassie, the night you found out I cheated, I was going to—”

Cassie jumps off the couch. She rubs her arms. “I’m kind of cold. Do you need a blanket?”

I straighten. “No. I’m good.”

“I’ll—I’ll be right back.”

She leaves me there staring at the blank television, wondering what’s going through her head. Did I give her what she needed? The gory, unflattering details. Play-by-plays of the worst decisions of my life.

I half expect her to hide away in the loft and never come down. Five minutes later she returns carrying a patchwork quilt.

“Is that one of Granny’s?” I ask.

She nods. “Nana unloaded most of Granny’s quilts onto the family. She was afraid moths were going to eat them in the attic.”

“She was probably right.”

Cassie settles on the couch, props her feet on the cushion between us, and spreads the blanket over them. She leans against the armrest, her body tucked snuggly into the corner of the couch.

“Have you fixed up Nana’s house?” I ask.

Cassie shakes her head. “Not yet. I will though. I just need a little more time.”

“I know you will.” I offer a smile to try to soften her hardened features. I love Boss Cassie, but I don’t want her to return just yet.

“After we broke up, I couldn’t date,” she says. She looks at me steadily. “I was afraid I would fall in love with another cheater.”

I look down at my empty wine glass and clear my throat. Maybe I could use another sip or two. I reach past Cassie, grab the bottle, and fill my glass.

“And then I married a wet rag,” Cassie continues. “Michael is a great guy, but we were boring together. There wasn’t a spark. It felt safe. Textbook. But it was a mistake.”

“I’m sorry.”

Cassie presses her hand to her forehead. “Sorry doesn’t fix it.”

“I know. I don’t know how to fix it. I’m just trying—”

“Stop. It’s enough. I don’t want to hear any more. Can we just listen to the music?”

“Sure.”

Except I’d rather get it all out, tell Cassie that after we broke up, I threw myself into my work, sometimes sleeping at the office because I couldn’t stand to sleep alone in my own bed. Mostly, I want to tell Cassie about the whole mess with Macy, how Macy and I fought every day, how I was miserable, but I stayed to prove to myself that I could commit, believing Macy’s kid was mine, falling in love with that little heartbeat, the little boy with two hands and two feet. And the crushing blow when I found out Gabe wasn’t mine. How it split me in two, dredged up every wrong I’d ever committed, and made me atone for every lie. How I mourned for months, and how finally, I came out the other side. A changed man. The man I am now.

But Cassie isn’t ready for my split open heart. She has her own to deal with, the split caused by me. I know sorry doesn’t fix the past, but maybe if I keep saying it, she’ll believe me.

“Cassie.”

I glance over. She’s cuddled under her blanket, clutching it to her neck as she sleeps on her side. Her peaceful expression bears no hint of anger. I watch the gentle in and out of her breath, trace her fingers with my eyes, imagine running my hands through her damp, lavender-scented hair, but I can’t sit here staring at her forever. It’s time for me to leave.

Rather than wake her, I decide to write a note. I enter the kitchen and quietly open and close drawers until I find a pen and paper.

You fell asleep and I didn’t want to wake you. Enjoy your nap, sleepyhead. I’ll text you tomorrow.

I set the note on the island and then swing around and walk back to the couch. She’s still sleeping soundly, a faint smile on her lips. Is she dreaming of me or a roomful of fluffy cats? I’m betting on the fluffy cats.

The quilt has fallen to her waist. I lean over and gingerly grasp the binding and pull it up to her shoulders. She stirs. Opens her eyes.

“Hey, sleepy,” I whisper.
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Cassie

Luke hovers over me, his model features defying reality. No one should be this handsome. The low light casts shadows in the hollows of his cheeks, deepens the intensity of his brown eyes, draws highlights on his cheekbones and perfectly sculpted chin. I don’t know, maybe it’s the wine, but I’ve never seen him like this—so open and vulnerable.

I reach around his neck and pull his face toward mine. He offers no resistance, willingly closing the space between us. Our lips touch and my blood becomes warm, my heart readily pumping it through my arms, into my fingers, to the tips of my toes. Luke’s kisses have always made me come undone, but this redefines “unraveling.”

I pull myself upright and Luke sits in the space I created. We grasp each other like the floor beneath us is going to crumble and drop away, but then Luke pulls away. He places his hands on my shoulders.

“You’re tipsy,” he says.

I assess my level of inebriation. Yes, my brain is spinning, twirling with reckless abandon like a joyful ballerina, but I can’t tell if it’s the alcohol or Luke’s lips. I don’t care. “No, I’m not.” My voice is raspy.

“You’re not in your right mind,” Luke says. “I should go.”

As he stands, gravity presses heavily against me. My body stops floating and drops to the couch with a disorienting thud. “Don’t go,” is all I can manage.

Luke leans over, kisses me on the forehead. “Get some sleep, Cassie.” And then he heads out the door.


Chapter 18


Cassie

I cringe the moment I open my eyes. I’m in my bed. My memory of crawling up here is fuzzy, but I remember enough about my make-out session with Luke to wonder what in the world came over me.

I roll over and groan. Sunlight falls on the front of the building at this hour, my bedroom window out of its direct onslaught. Still, the brightness bouncing off my white comforter is too much for my eyes. How can I have a hangover after only two glasses of wine? I was always a lightweight, but now it’s times ten.

As I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed, my head swims. There’s literally a fishbowl in my brain holding a dozen goldfish. As blood surges into my temples, I feel the thrum of my heart, each pump making my vision wobble. The pain comes next, radiating through my frontal lobes at even intervals.

Pudge hops onto the bed and perches on my lap. Together we stare at our reflections in my full-length mirror. I’m glad Luke isn’t seeing me like this, with my fuzzy mouth, the pillow prints on my cheek, and my hair that looks like I was just struck by lightning.

“Why did you let me drink wine?” I ask while scratching behind Pudge’s ears. She lifts her nose and I oblige with some scratches under her chin. “Oh, really? I was on my own the second I decided to let Luke into my apartment? That’s how you are?”

Pudge chirps and then hops off my lap. I guess I wasn’t petting her right.

I tried to lose myself in work yesterday, tried not to think about Luke coming over, tried not to notice the tickle of excitement I felt in my stomach at the prospect of having him all to myself, alone without an internet audience. The wine was a lifeline, a buoy against the waves of emotions that crashed over me the moment he crossed the threshold, part of me wanting to forgive him, the other part never wanting to forget, never wanting to absolve him. And it worked. The wine relaxed me, steadied me, buffered the waves of attraction that intermingled with waves of anger when he relayed the details of his encounter with Rose. Unfortunately, it worked too well.

I danced with him? I let him take me in his arms, our hips swaying in tandem? And then I pulled his face toward mine. I made the move and kissed those irresistible lips.

I anchor my palms on the mattress and wait for a wave of nausea to subside, not at the memory of kissing Luke, but at the surge of emotions the thought evokes. And, oh yeah, the hangover. That’s still real.

Convinced my stomach is going to stay put, I push off my bed and hobble down the stairs, clutching the railing for dear life. Coffee, water, shower. That’s what I need. A little coffee, a lot of water, and a long shower.

I cross over to my Keurig and pop a fresh pod into the top, make sure it has enough water, and grab a mug to catch the coffee. As I head to the fridge to fill a glass with water, my eyes graze the microwave. It’s already eleven thirty. I never sleep this late.

With a fresh glass of water in one hand and the hot mug of coffee in the other, I round the island and plop onto a barstool. A piece of paper sits on the butcher block with purple writing on it. I grab it and read. It’s from Luke. He was going to leave quietly last night and let me sleep.

I smile at the note. Luke is trying hard. He wants to prove he’s changed. That he’s safe. I’m still not sure I believe it. I’m also not sure I’ll act in my best interest if he gives me evidence that he hasn’t changed. After our encounter last night, I might be the stupid girl who thinks maybe... Maybe this time I can change him, when the truth is, I simply can’t resist him.

My smile reverses into a decisive frown. I can’t be that girl. If he gives me any indication that his cheating days aren’t over, I mean, any indication, I’m out. Fun time’s over.

I crumple Luke’s note and toss it toward the trashcan. It bounces off the wall and falls to the wood floor. I stare at it while I sip my coffee.

He’s been an absolute gentleman since we re-entered each other’s lives. Strike that. Since he forced his way into my life in an underhanded, conniving way. Can’t forget that. Or can I? I groan. The sound reverberates against my skull and ratchets up my pain level.

I could really use some Tylenol, but it would require moving and I’m not ready to do that quite yet. So, I sit and sip and wish I had my phone for entertainment. I have no idea where it is, probably on the couch, the same couch where I clutched Luke’s biceps like he was going to spiral into the fifth dimension, away from me once again, like I had to cling to him for one last desperate kiss.

I thump my forehead with the heel of my palm a couple of times trying to knock some sense back into my head. This too magnifies the ache. I need some Tylenol. I collapse onto the butcher block instead.

My phone chimes across the room, near my couch. A shot of adrenaline allows me to lift my head and contemplate walking over to the living room. It passes quickly and I take a final sip of my coffee instead.

My phone chimes again. And again. I glance at the crumpled note beside the trashcan. It’s probably Luke. He probably wants to know I’m still alive.

I use the counter for leverage and push myself off the barstool. My phone is on the coffee table. I grab it and head back over to the stool, detouring for the bottle of Tylenol. Bolstered by the two capsules of extra strength Acetaminophen, I wake up my phone and check my texts.

Good morning, sleepyhead.

Are you regretting the wine?

<laughing emoji>

I regret nothing, I type. I stare at the text before sending. It’s both lie and truth. I regret the wine, but do I regret those intoxicating kisses?

I add an embarrassed emoji and then hit send.

Luke responds with another embarrassed emoji. He quickly adds, How’s your head?

Screwed on and functioning, I say.

I think I left mine at your house last night, Luke responds with another embarrassed emoji.

Me: That’s unfortunate. I hope you have extras.

Luke: Nope. No extra heads laying around. I have modeling clay, though. Would that work?

Me: I hope so because Pudge gnawed off your nose last night.

Luke: <horrified emoji>

I stare at my phone. I’m not sure what to say next.

Hey, Luke continues, relieving me of the burden of continuing my bad joke. If you’re feeling OK, I wondered if you wanted to finish our research tonight?

We never started our research, I say.

Heh. Right.

Dot, dot, dot.

Can I call you? Luke asks.

Sure.

My phone rings. “How are you talking if your mouth is over here at my house?” I answer.

“This is becoming a little macabre,” Luke says.

“I blame my hangover.”

Luke chuckles. “So, you do have a hangover.”

“I had two glasses of wine. So, yeah.”

“Always the lightweight.”

“About last night before you left, I was a little buzzed and I might’ve acted a little out of character. Sorry.”

Luke is silent for a moment and then he clears his throat. “Given that you ruined our opportunity to complete our research for your potential Benton Street tour, how would you feel about coming over to my house and going commando on those emails?”

A laugh escapes my throat. It makes my head hurt. “Ow. Don’t make me laugh.”

“I’m not being funny.”

“Don’t you know what going commando means?”

“It means carrying out a special attack, in a military sense.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Sure it does.”

I rub my face and then tap a fingernail against the countertop. “I might come over if you promise to wear underwear.”

“I will definitely be wearing underwear.”

“Thank goodness.”

“I was thinking you could come this afternoon. We could go kayaking in the marshes behind Folly Island, come back home, make dinner, read some emails, hang out with Betsy, listen to her moan.”

I rest my elbows on the counter and lean into them. “What you’re describing sounds like a date.”

“An overnighter actually. Betsy only moans at night, and I want you around to hear her. For research purposes. Don’t worry. Separate bedrooms. I have five extra. You can take your pick. No funny business.”

“And you’ll be wearing underwear?”

“Except while kayaking. In that case, I’ll be wearing swim trunks with a mesh pouch that holds all my—”

“TMI!”

“—keys. What did you think I was going to say?”

I can hear Luke’s smile in his voice. My smile is plastered on my face, kept there by the thought of Luke bare-chested in a swimsuit. I’m not sure I can handle a night at his house. I’m not sure I can trust myself.

“Are you sure it’s not too soon?” I ask

“Too soon for what?”

“An overnighter. Remember, I only recently decided you might not be a jerk.”

Luke laughs. “No funny business.” His tone turns serious. “I mean it. We’ll stay up until Betsy pays her visit and then we’ll go to our separate rooms.”

I drop my forehead to the counter.

“Even you need a break now and then,” he says.

Bethany and I worked our tails off last week. My TikTok videos for next week are in draft status, just waiting for me to push publish. The radio segments are scheduled. Everything is planned. There’s nothing left to do but wait.

Maybe I do need a break.

The Tylenol is already starting to lift my headache. If I drink a lot of water and soak for an hour in the shower, I’ll probably be back to myself—my stress-laden self who could stand a mini-vacation in a fancy house that might be haunted.

“Don’t make me regret this,” I say.

“I won’t.”

We set a time, say our goodbyes, and I chug two glasses of water in quick succession.
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I pull up Luke’s driveway, and Korg bolts to my car, tongue wagging. Luke trails after him.

“Korg, get back here,” he calls.

Luke’s heather gray T-shirt makes him look especially masculine, hugging his chest in all the right places, exposing his golden arms. His veins pop and his muscles flex as he gestures at Korg.

When I open my door, Korg wiggles toward me, his enthusiastic hello warranting a few head pats.

“Korg!” Luke approaches and grabs the top of my door as he tries unsuccessfully to wrangle the dog with his other hand.

“He’s fine,” I say. Korg exuberantly wags his tail.

The pebbly gravel crunches under my feet as I exit the car. Luke closes the door behind me. I open the passenger door, grab my bag from the back seat, and start toward the house.

We ascend the steps to the back porch, and he leads me through the mudroom.

“So, about this kayaking adventure...” I say. “You realize I swim about as well as a rock?”

He pauses in the kitchen and turns to give me his attention. “Safety measures will be employed. I’m also certified in CPR.”

“That doesn’t make me feel better.”

“It’ll be fun. Trust me.”

“The CPR?”

“No. The kayaking.”

“Oh.”

He steps closer and lifts his hand like he’s going to touch my arm but stops himself. Our eyes meet and I blush. I watch his Adam’s apple bob as he swallows.

“You’re safe with me,” he says.

In more ways than one, I hope. I want to believe.

“There are five bedrooms upstairs. You can pick your favorite. I suggest you go with the one that has a bed.”

I laugh. “That’s a lot of bedrooms.”

“A bit excessive, isn’t it?”

“I mean, you live here alone...”

“With Betsy.”

“Yes, with Betsy.”

Luke props his hip against the island and rests his hand on the counter. “I’m hoping I can get her to move on to the netherworld, or underworld, or great beyond. Somewhere that’s not here.”

“Then what will you do with all your empty rooms?”

He picks at a chip in the countertop and looks down. “I had this crazy idea of maybe filling them with kids.”

“Five kids!?” I’m shocked by the number and by his admission that he wants kids. When we were dating, he was adamant about never being a father.

“Ten? They could double up?” He looks at me and grins. “Kids these days are so spoiled. They think they need their own room.”

“I think you need your gray matter examined. No modern woman is going to squeeze out ten children.”

He shrugs.

“Okay. Um. I think I’ll go pick my room. The one with the bed.”

“Get ready to get wet.”

“I am not getting in that water. I’ll look at it, but I won’t get in.”

“Why not?”

“Alligators.”

“I haven’t seen a single alligator since I moved here.”

“They lurk.”

Luke laughs. “Fine. Suit yourself. Literally. Put your swimsuit on and get back down here so we can leave.”

I ascend the wide staircase and poke my head into every door until I come to the one with the bed. It contains a double bed—well adorned with a plush comforter and four fluffy pillows—a dresser, some dated yellow curtains, and nothing else. I’m not sure what Luke was thinking buying this house. It’s certainly big enough for a family of twelve. Much too big for a family of one.

A few minutes later, I re-enter the kitchen, modestly dressed in an orange one-piece that holds everything in—not that there’s much to hold—and an oversized white button-up that hits mid-thigh.

“Ready?” Luke hands me a water bottle.

“Bring it on.”

He touches his front teeth to his bottom lip and whistles. “Korg. Come on, boy.” Korg perks up from his spot under the kitchen table and saunters over to Luke.

“Korg is coming?”

“He loves it.”

We make quick time to Luke’s SUV and strap in for the fifteen-minute drive to Folly Island.

“Todd has a house on the river. He lets me borrow his kayaks whenever I want,” Luke says as he turns off Benton Street.

“What if he’s using them?”

“He’s out-of-town for the weekend. We’re good.”

Luke and I talk business the rest of the way. MatchAI stats, trends, projections. When we pull into Todd’s driveway, I say, “No more work talk the rest of the weekend.”

Luke looks at me, surprised. “Really?”

“Yeah, really. I could use a break.”

He smiles faintly. “I know.” He taps his temple. “There’s some method to my madness.”

“It’s definitely madness,” I say, nudging him.

Todd’s house is an impressive modern masterpiece, built on stilts with a first-floor garage, large windows on the second floor, and a porch with two sliders on the third, all of it fitted with white board and batten siding with black shutters. The well-shaded property boasts a breathtaking view of the marsh and winding tidal creeks, launching the house’s price into the million-dollar range, no doubt.

We hop out of the car and walk to the edge of Todd’s property where we follow a metal pier to a square deck. The kayaks are racked to the side. A wooden outdoor storage box sits next to them. Luke opens it and pulls out two lifejackets, handing me the smaller one, and keeping the larger red one for himself.

“You’re wearing a lifejacket too?” I ask.

“Always.”

“You were on the swim team.”

“Safety first,” he says. “If I pass out, I can’t trust Korg to pull me out of the water. He’d try, but I weigh two hundred pounds, so...”

Two hundred pounds of muscle.

While I was changing into my swimsuit, he switched his gray T-shirt for a blue, short-sleeved swim shirt. Disappointing. I wanted to see those muscles in action.

I feed my arms through the life jacket and fasten the clasps while Luke goes about unhitching the kayaks from the rack. When they’re both sitting on the deck, he lets me choose my color. I choose the lime green, and he hands me a double-ended paddle. He scoots my kayak into the water and anchors it against the dock with his foot.

“You first,” he says.

“I’ve never done this before.”

“I’ll help you.” He offers his hand and I grab it, his skin against mine.

“Don’t let me fall,” I say as I place a foot on the wobbly boat. Ripples form in the murky water while I find my balance. I grab the deck boards. Luke lets go of my hand and steadies my hips, his strength providing the safety and confidence I need to swing my right leg over. He doesn’t let go but braces me until I lower to my seat, then he hands me a paddle.

“You good?” he asks.

My hips burn where he held on, his energy signature imprinted on my cells.

“Yeah, I’m good.” In more ways than one.

As Luke is boarding his kayak, I take in my surroundings. The docks along the river vary in length depending on the breadth of the salt marsh. Todd’s stretches several meters through brackish water, mud, and cordgrass. The verdant grass still holds its color in the warm early-autumn temperatures. Soon the leaves will turn golden brown. In winter, they’ll break off at the stems, creating a mat of decomposition, further breaking into small pieces of detritus that will provide food for the marsh animals.

For now, I enjoy the vibrant green and the scent of the marsh, which some people find foul, like rotten eggs. I’m used to the smell. But I rarely take time to enjoy the Charleston outdoors anymore. I’m too busy trying to earn money.

I sigh and grab the center of my paddle.

“This is a straight shot to the river,” Luke points, referring to the wide creek we’re floating in. “But we’re not going that way.”

“Of course.” I laugh.

“I know a better way.”

“You first.”

It shouldn’t be hard to paddle a kayak, but it takes me five minutes to figure out how to alternate between my left and right blade without throwing my entire kayak off kilter. Luke and Korg wait patiently, Luke chuckling at my clumsiness and offering encouraging words and helpful tips, Korg perched on the front of Luke’s kayak with his tongue hanging out and a look in his eyes that says what-is-taking-this-crazy-lady-so-long.

When I fall into a comfortable rhythm, Luke leads me through the winding tidal creeks, checking frequently over his shoulder to make sure I’m keeping up. We’re both silent as our paddles slosh through the water, the wind rustles the cordgrass, and wood storks call in the distance.

The shirt may be hiding Luke’s chest and back, but I can still enjoy his biceps and forearms as he effortlessly pulls his kayak through the calm waters. His skin has already developed a sheen of sweat that reflects the sun and highlights the contours of his muscles.

I feel it too—the strain in my back from the water’s resistance, the misting of sweat on my face and arms. The sun feels brighter and hotter on the water, where the dense grass blocks the breeze.

The creek finally empties into open water. A stronger current presses against my kayak and I have to adjust my paddling to counteract it.

“We’re going against the current for a bit,” Luke says over his shoulder.

“No problem,” I lie. My arms are almost spent. Luckily Luke quickly maneuvers his kayak into another tidal creek on the opposite side of the river. I manage to fight off the current long enough to follow him while commanding my arms to cooperate.

Korg barks at something in the grass. The dog has it easy. All he has to do is sit there. But the longer I paddle, the more my brain unwinds, each pass of my blade through the water like a kind, reassuring stroke on my psyche telling me it’s okay. Everything will be okay. I didn’t realize how keyed up I’ve been. About Luke, yes, but mostly about work. I can’t remember my last official rest day. Sure, I go to church. I visit with my family, but every Sunday evening when I get home it’s back to planning, strategizing, problem-solving.

We round a bend in the creek, and I see land. Behind all the grass is a sandy beach with shallow water and a protective overhang of trees. I paddle until my blade strikes the creek bed, and then I step out of the kayak and splash through the water to pull my boat ashore. Alligators don’t worry me here. The water is too shallow for them to hide.

Korg seems to know the drill. He bounds off Luke’s kayak and starts prancing about, creating a generous spray of water. I laugh at his display, and then it hits me: this is perfect. The warm sun on my face is perfect. The scenery is perfect. Being here with Luke and Korg: perfect. Moments like this can’t be scripted.

With a smile, I collapse onto the sand with my water bottle. Luke drops down next to me. We take off our lifejackets and watch Korg frolic for a moment before I speak.

“My arms are about to fall off, but this is great.”

“Did you see any alligators?”

“No. Did you?”

“I saw a three-foot snake, but I decided not to mention it.”

I smack his arm with the back of my hand. “You did not!”

“You’re right. I didn’t.”

“Don’t even get me started on snakes.” I lean into him and laugh.

We both take swigs of water. Luke props his forearms on his knees. A breeze swishes the leaves overhead, cools my sweat-dampened skin. Korg finds something in a nearby patch of cordgrass. He tentatively pokes his nose through the strands before darting through, the grass closing behind him like a curtain.

“What if he gets lost?” I ask.

“He won’t. They have noses for that.”

“What if he gets eaten by an alligator?”

“I hadn’t thought of that possibility until now.”

I tap my temple with my index finger. “This brain never stops.”

Luke peers down at me, a soft smile on his lips. “I know.”

“Korg!” I call. The grass stirs as his body threads through. A moment later, his nose appears. It’s surrounded by green. “Get back here.”

He perks up at my command and barrels toward me. I hardly have time to raise my hands before Korg attacks me with his tongue. I feel like I’m rolling through an automatic carwash with all the wet, floppy swipes and velvety licks.

“Korg, get off her.” Luke settles his dog and pats the ground. “Sit.” Korg responds dutifully and perches beside his master.

We listen to the breeze and the soft lap of the water against the sandy shore as insects buzz behind us.

Luke breaks our silence by clearing his throat. “Last night you said you wanted to know everything. There’s more I want to tell you, something that changed me. Something—”

I cover Luke’s mouth with my hand. He continues talking in muffled tones, most of the words indecipherable. When I let go, he chuckles.

“I get the hint,” he says.

We’re silent for a moment.

“But seriously,” Luke continues, “whenever you want to hear the rest, I can fill you in.”

I flick an iridescent green beetle from my arm. “Not today. I don’t want to ruin the moment.”

“It’s not bad.”

“Some other time.” I rest my hand on his forearm and squeeze. He smiles shyly and ducks his head. Time wears on, but I don’t let go. He finally places his hand on mine.

“Um...” He swallows. “Should we talk about what happened before I left?”

“What do you mean? This?” I roll onto my knees, take Luke’s head in my hands, and lift his lips to mine. His plump lips are both salty and sweet. He presses his hand against the small of my back and we recline against the sand, our lips never parting.

I feel a wet nose against my ear and hear the rapid in-out of curious canine breath. Korg’s trying to get a piece of the action. I dissolve into laughter and fall onto my back. Luke looks at his dog wryly.

“Bad dog,” he says.

“I think he’s jealous.”

“He’s most certainly jealous. But I don’t care.”

Luke leans over me and kisses me again. Korg immediately tries to poke his nose between our faces. He starts licking our cheeks. This time we both fall onto our backs and laugh.

“I think I’m covered in sand,” I say after I’ve calmed down.

Luke prods my side. “Yep.”

“I know I said I wasn’t going to get in that water, but...” I head into the shallow, clear water, and lie down. Luke can’t resist the temptation to splash me a few times, then he follows my lead and rinses the sand off his back.

Since we’re clean, we opt to leave the sandy beach and return to our kayaks. We paddle back into the tidal creek, Korg perched like a mast on Luke’s kayak. I use my newfound rowing skills to glide up beside Luke, and we travel side by side along the narrow waterway.

We’re almost to the mouth of the creek when Korg’s body goes alert and stiff. He barks at something in the grass, and then does the unthinkable: he leaps from Luke’s kayak, parkours off mine, and dashes into the grass. The displacement caused by his weight knocks me and my kayak over. My face plows into the water first, followed by the rest of me while my kayak—my safe-haven from lurking alligators—pops out from under me.

It all happens so fast that I don’t have time to scream.


Chapter 19


Cassie

I thrash around with my head underwater for an inordinately long time considering I’m wearing a life jacket. Luke calls my name amid the sounds of splashing and roiling water. He approaches me from behind and wraps his arms around me, righting my body and lifting my head out of the marsh.

“Alligators!” I somehow manage to yell while gasping for air. Luke chuckles next to my ear.

“There are no alligators,” he says.

“That’s what they want you to think!”

Luke spins me around.

My foot touches something slimy. Panic wells in my gut. “Get me out of here!”

I’m bobbing on my own now, but Luke rests his hands on my shoulders to steady me. He ducks to meet my eyes. “I need Boss Cassie now, fearless leader, determined warrior, and conqueror.”

Water droplets slide down my temples and drip from the tip of my nose. I’m still convinced gaping reptilian jaws are about to swallow me whole.

“Boss Cassie isn’t fearless,” I say, my voice quivering. “She questions herself every step of the way.”

“You and every entrepreneur.”

“Can we...?” I flail to the left and then the right looking for my lime green kayak. It’s floating several yards away.

“I’ll get it,” Luke says.

“Don’t leave me alone in this swamp.” Funny how the grass and brackish water isn’t so idyllic now.

He searches in the water for my hand, grabs it, and we both do an awkward one-armed stroke to my kayak. I grab onto the lime green plastic and hoist my right leg onto the boat. I try to slide the kayak under me, but only manage to torpedo it several yards down the creek. We repeat our one-armed duet. This time Luke swims to the opposite side of the kayak. While he holds it steady, I try the leg-hoisting thing again. After much pulling, lurching, tugging, and wiggling, I manage to straddle the kayak. Backward.

“Wait a minute. Let me...” I mumble.

He continues holding on while I do a careful spin on my bum. When my arms, legs, and torso are in proper order, I realize I don’t have a paddle.

Luke has me covered. He swims away with strong freestyle strokes and returns with his kayak, two paddles, and somehow Korg, who is already at his post, drenched, but otherwise regally poised on the kayak. I watch in amazement while Luke climbs aboard with barely a wobble.

As we head home, I opt to follow Luke, wanting no repeat of Korg’s earlier escapade that nearly turned me into reptile food. We eventually reach his dock, and I climb to safety without incident. I collapse in exhaustion while Luke reracks the kayaks and tucks our jackets and paddles into the wooden storage bin.

“I don’t think my yoga classes are cutting it,” I say.

Luke offers me a hand and helps me to my feet. “You’ll sleep well tonight.”

“Not with Betsy wandering the halls.”

“Oh. True. We’re on ghost watch tonight.”

We head to his SUV and climb in.

“Maybe dinner will perk you up,” he continues as we’re driving, “and a glass of wine.”

“No way.” I slice my hands at the air.

Luke laughs. He grabs my hand. “I’m kidding. No wine tonight. Water only.”

“Juice?”

“I have water. And water. If you want something else, we can pop into a gas station.”

“Water is good,” I sigh. Under my breath, I tag on: “When it’s not full of alligators.”

Luke gives my hand a squeeze. I expect him to let go, but he keeps his hand wrapped around mine the entire drive home. When we reach his house, Korg bounds out of the car and prances around the front yard.

“He’s going to smell like dirty gym socks until I give him a bath,” he says as we enter the kitchen.

I look down at the dog. “Ditto, Korg.”

We agree that Luke will give Korg a quick bath while I shower in the upstairs bathroom. I tell him there will be nothing “quick” about my shower—it’s my mini-vacation after all. He informs me I’m only limited by the size of his water heater. I tell him that sounds like a metaphor for life and leave him looking befuddled at the bottom of the stairs.

The bathroom is large but outdated with a sunken garden tub and an enclosed shower—its off-white fiberglass surface dulled by years of harsh chemicals and scrubbing. The cramped size and overall state of the shower convince me a bath is in order. I soak my tired muscles for a good twenty minutes before pulling out my travel-size shower gel, shampoo, and conditioner.

I dry off using one of the lush, white towels Luke graciously left next to the sink before my arrival. I imagine him hastily running through Kohls piling towels, bedding, and throw pillows into the cloth shopping cart to make sure I feel like a proper guest in his dated, but still grand home.

Luke is clanging in the kitchen when I descend the steps. I’m wearing my go-to lazy day outfit: a hoodie and joggers. I splurged on this set, though. It’s velvet in a pleasing shade of lavender with white athletic stripes down the arms and legs.

“Hey, Sporty Spice,” Luke says when I enter the kitchen.

“You know it.”

“Did you rinse off all the marsh muck?”

“I did. Did you?”

“I took a quick shower so I wouldn’t use all your hot water.”

“Thanks.” I smile and take a seat opposite him at the island.

Luke pulls out a cutting board and slides a wooden bowl full of tomatoes toward his workspace. He’s about to slice into a juicy beefsteak tomato when I interrupt him.

“Wait.” I eye the pot of boiling water and the opened box of spaghetti noodles. “Are you making spaghetti?”

Luke’s chef knife hovers over the doomed tomato. “Um. Yes?”

“No, no, no.” I swing around the island and grab the tomato from him.

“Hey,” he balks.

“Have you ever made spaghetti sauce before?”

“Sure. You unscrew the lid, pour it into the skillet, and let it simmer for ten minutes.”

I bump him out of the way with my hip. “Homemade spaghetti sauce requires a little more attention. You have to remove the skins.”

“I’m not peeling a tomato.”

“If you’re gonna grow tomatoes in that garden, you’re going to need to know how to prep tomatoes for canning.”

“You noticed my garden?”

I look up at Luke and smile. “Yes, I noticed.”

Luke searches my face with an intensity that belongs somewhere other than a kitchen. What did I say that was so enticing? My stomach flutters and I look down at the bowl of ripe tomatoes, suddenly feeling a kinship with them as a mixture of embarrassment and desire flames my cheeks.

Luke slides behind me slowly, intentionally placing one hand on the counter to my right, the other to my left. I clear my throat. “Um. You need to blanch them and then the skins peel right off.” There’s a bit of distance between me and the stove, so I take aim and toss the tomato into the pot of boiling water. Not one of my best ideas. Scalding water splashes from the pot and lands on our arms.

Luke seizes and jumps back. I spin around and grab his arm. “That was my pasta water,” he says. “Also... Ow.”

“I’m sorry!” I rub the water droplets from his skin, and I continue rubbing even when his skin is dry, enjoying the contours of his muscles. This is weird. I let go. He’s grinning down at me.

He lifts my hand and rests it back on his arm. “You don’t have to stop.” And then he gathers me up in his arms and presses me against his chest. Our lips meet and yearning grips my stomach.

But—

The tomatoes—

I pull away. “We need to drop the rest of them into the pot.”

Luke lets go and leans over the island to grab three more tomatoes. He juggles them through a few rotations before plopping them into the water one by one.

“When did you learn how to juggle?”

“When my business took off and I had to counsel five start-ups all day, every day.”

“I guess that’s why you’re so adept at clowning around.”

“I’m adept at a lot of things.”

Flames roar in my belly. Intense and blue like the ones licking the copper-bottomed pot. No more talk about clowns and juggling. I want Luke’s lips on mine. He reads my mind and leans in to kiss me.

Movement to my right catches my eye and I turn my head. Like someone turned the burner back to low, the flames in my stomach die down, replaced by a cold tingle up my spine. The cabinet door—the door to Betsy’s medicine cabinet—opens slowly, purposefully.

Luke sighs and slumps. “Darn you, Betsy.”

“What did I just see?” I know what I just saw but I don’t want to believe it.

“Must be time for Joey’s medicine again.”

I extract myself from Luke’s arms and tiptoe over to the haunted cabinet. “Do you think I’m walking through her? Right now?”

“Do you feel cold?”

I rub my goose-pimpled arms. “A little.”

I’m sharing the kitchen with a ghost. This is bizarre, unnerving, but I can’t stop my intrigue. I grab the door handle, swing the door on its hinges, search for any possible explanation based on the laws of physics regarding why a random cabinet door might suddenly, inexplicably open on its own.

I feel a tap on my shoulder and my body nearly flies apart at the atomic level. I’m pretty sure my feet leave the floor. I know my heart spits out an extra gallon of blood. My temperature spikes and not in the fun I-want-to-kiss-Luke-way.

Luke’s laughing.

“Are you trying to send me to an early grave?”

He walks over and lightly presses his index finger to my lips. “Don’t joke about dying. Betsy might be listening.”

I lean back and holler over my shoulder, “Go to the light, Betsy! You’re dead. There’s nothing for you here!”

Luke’s eyes go wide. He covers my mouth with his hand. “Don’t make her mad,” he whispers. “I want her to stay friendly.”

He closes the gap between us and encircles my waist with his arms. The burner in my stomach returns to “High.” I reach around and ball up his shirt in my hands. He responds by pressing me tighter, compressing what little space there was between us. We meld into one as his mouth devours mine.

“Do you want to go to the couch?” he whispers.

I bite my bottom lip. I can’t help the giggle that escapes my throat.

Luke grabs my hand and I trail behind him. He falls onto the couch and pulls me onto his lap. His lips draw me like a magnet. I kiss him slowly while he supports my lower back with his hand, the other hand sitting respectfully on my thigh.

As we part to catch our breath, he nuzzles my neck. “Are you okay with this?” His voice is low and husky.

“Do I seem okay?”

He peeks at my face. “Yes.”

I smile.

We slide along the leather cushion until I’m on my back. Luke hovers over me, caressing my neck with one hand while the other holds his weight. “I’ve missed this,” he says before kissing me deeply. I pull on his neck. My other hand roves his chest, wants to reach under his shirt, but I stop myself. I’ll just enjoy his lips, the scent of his aftershave, the—

“Well.”

Luke jerks his head toward the voice. He catapults off the cushions and stumbles backward between the glass coffee table and the couch.

“Mother. No. Just. No!”

Cecelia is standing in the center of the living room, a plush terry cloth robe hiding her thin frame, one hand clutching the cloth to her neck, the other resting on her chest.

“Am I... Interrupting something?”

Luke clambers to his feet. “Yes, Mother. Yes. You are.”

“I see you managed to coax Cassie back to your castle.”

I ease into a seated position. “That’s not exactly how it went.”

“Well, I can see how it’s going.”

“Why are you here?“ Luke’s tone oozes exasperation.

“I need a roll of toilet paper.”

He slouches and runs his hand over his head. “Of course you do.” He turns to me and gestures for me to stay like he gestures to Korg. Then he turns to his mother, his index finger pointed for emphasis. “Don’t talk. Do not. Talk to her.”

He takes off down the hall.

Cecelia remains standing in the middle of the living room. She flutters her hand over her hair and then re-clutches her robe. “I’m not sure what he thinks I’m going to say.”

I think back to Luke’s home tour that ended abruptly when Cecelia surprised us in the same manner, drunk as a sailor. I still remember what she said. That Luke was pining for me over alcohol and said I was “the one.” What made me recoil then makes my stomach flutter now.

I lift my shoulders in the most respectful shrug I can manage. “Maybe he thinks you’re going to say mom stuff. Like ‘He’s such a good boy.’”

“That’s what I say to Korg even though I don’t mean it.”

“Korg really is a good boy though. Usually.” Except when he dunks me in marsh water that’s teeming with alligators.

“The dog stinks.”

“A little.” This conversation is going about as well as can be expected.

“I should probably apologize for our last encounter,” Cecelia says. “I said some things I shouldn’t have. I don’t usually drink.”

“We all say and do things we regret when we’re drunk.”

“Exactly! Because when Luke made out with Rose while you two were dating, he wasn’t in his right mind. It was the alcohol. I promise.”

I’m pretty sure Luke would file her comments under ‘Things I don’t want Mom to say.’

“Luke really is a good boy,” she continues, “he just took some time to figure things out.”

“True. He’s finally potty trained and he doesn’t jump on guests anymore.”

Cecelia narrows her eyes at me. I know she’s not the joking type, but I had to change the subject. Talking about Luke’s cheating days with his mother isn’t on my agenda tonight.

“You called Luke a good boy,” I try.

“Oh.” Her head twitches on her neck. She smiles stiffly. “Yes. Luke is a good man. We’re not talking about dogs here.”

“You’re not supposed to be talking at all.” Luke enters the room with his arms full of toilet paper.

“I said I needed one roll.”

“Well, now you have twelve.”

“And you call me a hoarder.”

“You never know when there’s going to be a run on toilet paper,” Luke says. “Or when your mother is going to stop by at an inopportune time to borrow something she probably has stashed away in a closet.”

“I didn’t want to dig into my emergency supplies.”

Luke drops the toilet paper into Cecelia’s arms. Several rolls tumble to the floor. “I can’t carry all these.” She doesn’t look amused.

He goes to the kitchen, rummages through the pantry, and returns holding a trash bag. While his mother clutches two rolls, he deposits the remaining ten into the trash bag, then he grabs the two she’s holding and tosses them into the bag. “Knock next time.” He hands her the bag.

“I always knock. You never answer.”

“Knock louder than an ant.”

Cecelia clutches the bag to her chest. “Fine. I’ll use a sledgehammer.”

“Thanks, Mom.” He kisses her on the temple, and then gently nudges her toward the back door.

“I’ll leave you two alone,” she says over her shoulder. “You seemed rather busy.”

When she’s gone, he plunks down on the couch and leans back with his hands pressed against his eyes. “Sorry about that.”

“Maybe you should change your locks?”

“She would find a way in.”

“Maybe. I still think it’s sweet that you’re taking care of her.”

He lowers his hands and looks at me. “It’s sweet until she walks in during sexy time.”

I look down at my hands. “How often has this happened? Since you moved here, I mean?” Why didn’t he want his mom to talk to me? Is he hiding something? I remember my promise to myself—if I have even the slightest suspicion that Luke is still a cheater, I’m gone.

Luke leans in and lifts my chin until we meet eyes. “This is a new couch. I bought it when I moved in. And it has never, ever seen sexy time until tonight.”

“What about your bed?”

“Cassie.” He runs his thumb along my cheekbone. “I’m not interested in any other women. I came here because...”

“Because you wanted to support southern businesses.”

He drops his hand and tucks his chin. After a deep breath, he meets my eyes again. “Would you think I’m crazy if I said there was another reason?”

“Yes.”

Luke focuses on my lips. “At the risk of sounding like a fool, I came here for you.”

I suspected as much, based on his mother’s drunken admissions, but the words from his mouth are like a weight against my chest. So much pressure. “You uprooted yourself, bought this house with six bedrooms, moved your mother from Chicago, all for me? Luke, I—We—“

“Shh...” He touches his fingers to my lips. “Don’t worry about me. If we don’t work out, I’ll still be happy here. I love Charleston and I love living near the ocean.”

If we don’t work out. Why wouldn’t we work out? If I choose to trust him, and we rekindle our relationship—which is what I thought we were doing—what could tear us apart?

I’m being wishy-washy. Either I trust him, or I don’t. I want him or I don’t.

I clasp Luke’s wrist and lower his hand. “It’s just... I want to trust you, but...”

“Trust takes time.”

I nod.

“I know. And I have a lot to prove.”

Rather than disagree, I chew on my bottom lip. My thoughts are scattered but I try to rein them in. “It took me a long time to get over you. A long time. You wrecked my life, Luke. I can’t go through that again.”

Luke grabs my hand and pulls it to his lips. We sit for over a minute, his breath moving in and out, the warmth of his lips against my skin. “Give me a chance,” he says.

Tears bite at my eyes. “I want to. I do. But I—“

Luke leans in and kisses me. When our lips are inches apart, he says, “You don’t have to decide tonight.”

I don’t have to decide. But I already have, haven’t I? When I agreed to this overnighter, I was giving him a chance. I am giving him a chance.

I sniff, and the inhalation pulls a pungent smell into my lungs. “The tomatoes!”

Luke curses softly and then jumps off the couch. We dart into the kitchen to find mushy tomatoes half submerged in boiling water. Their skins are coming loose. We solved that problem, at least.

“Are they ruined?” he asks.

“They’re pretty waterlogged.”

“I was going to fix you a nice Italian dinner and then you distracted me.”

“You distracted me.“ I punch him playfully on the arm.

“Is that how it worked?” He pulls me into a hug and plants his lips on my forehead.

“I don’t remember. It’s all a blur.”

“A blur of deliciousness.”

I pull back my head to meet Luke’s eyes. “Is that what I am to you? Food?”

“Um.”

I break into laughter.

“Is that so bad?” he finishes, and then he steals another kiss.

No, it’s not so bad. It’s good. Very good. I savor his lips.

“What are we going to do about dinner?” Luke says after we force ourselves apart.

“I think the tomatoes are ruined.”

“I’m not eating them.”

“Pizza?”

“Sure. Ham and onion with extra cheese.”

“Don’t forget Betsy,” I say. “What toppings does she want?”

“Ghost peppers.”

“Ah. Clever.”

I grin at him as he goes in for another kiss.


Chapter 20


Cassie

We order our pizza along with a liter of Diet Coke. While we wait for the delivery, we settle onto the couch and decide on a movie to watch. He’s astounded that I’ve never seen any of the Marvel movies.

“Captain America?”

“Nope.”

“Bucky? All the ladies love Bucky.”

“Is Bucky a horse?”

“No, he’s the hot bad guy who turns good.”

“Okay, I gotta see this Bucky dude.” I do a Google search and pull up Bucky’s image. “Much better than I was imagining.”

“See?”

“Not my type though.”

The doorbell rings and Luke goes to retrieve our pizza. He returns with two large boxes and a bag holding our liter of Diet Coke. “The pizza stays in here,” he says from the kitchen. “Korg isn’t polite when I leave food on the coffee table. Dog slobber doesn’t pair well with garlic.”

I wince at the thought of Korg’s drool on my mozzarella. “Yum,” I say when I walk up behind Luke. I thread my hands between his arms and torso and enjoy the solidness of his abs.

He turns and offers me attention in the form of a kiss, and then he collects the plates, forks, cups, and napkins and motions for me to dig in. I pile my plate with three slices of pizza and two breadsticks. “Don’t judge,” I say. “Kayaking made me hungry.”

“I’d never judge you or your food choices.”

He fills our cups with Diet Coke and grabs a few slices of pizza while Korg begs at his feet. Luke throws the dog a bite of ham. “You’re going in your crate, buddy.”

I saunter back to the couch while Luke takes care of Korg. A moment later, Luke sits next to me. I agree to watch a Marvel movie, and his eyes light up.

“We have to watch them in order,” he says.

“How many are there?”

“Thirty-eight.”

I almost drop my pizza.

“We don’t have to watch them all tonight.”

I giggle at the implications. Just like that, I’ve committed to a long-term relationship with Luke. The thought doesn’t bother me. Instead, I feel an unexpected peace. I sink into the couch, satisfaction rendering a soft smile on my lips.

While we’re watching Iron Man, Luke pulls a gray chenille blanket from his front closet and drapes it over our legs. We scoot together until his arm wraps comfortably around my shoulder. I grab his free hand under the blanket, and we lace our fingers together. As time passes and our body heat mingles, I can feel the faint thrum of his heartbeat through his palm.

The movie ends, mercifully, not because I didn’t enjoy it, but because I can hardly keep my eyes open. Luke fiddles with the DVDs in his library until he finds the right one. He pops the disc into the machine and rejoins me on the couch, DVD case in hand.

I catch the title. “The Incredible Hulk? You’re kidding, right?”

“He’s a Marvel character. He’s been around for a while. Did you ever watch reruns of that show from the eighties?”

“There was an Incredible Hulk show in the eighties?”

Luke puts on his best grouchy face. “Don’t make me angry. You wouldn’t like me when I’m angry.”

“Is that how it went?”

“Every episode. I binge-watched them after we broke up.”

“So, you’re telling me this movie about a giant grumpy green guy is good?”

“Alliteration. I like that.”

“Thanks. I did it on purpose.”

“It’s not just good. It’s great.” He pulls the blanket over our laps.

“Better than Iron Man?”

“Did you like Iron Man?”

“Sure. It was okay.”

Luke widens his eyes at me.

“These movies are sacred to you, aren’t they?”

“I binge-watched them after we broke up. So, yeah. I guess they are. I have them all on DVD.”

“It sounds like you spent a lot of time on the couch after we broke up.”

“If ‘a lot’ means ‘all,’ then yeah.”

I turn my face away so Luke can’t see me smile. I don’t have much sympathy for the Luke who cheated on me, but I want to spare the new Luke’s emotions. I take a moment to relish the thought of him stuck on the couch after our break-up, and then I change the subject. “What comes after The Incredible Hulk?”

“Iron Man II.”

“Of course,” I say with a tired laugh.

“We don’t have to watch them if you’re bored.”

“I’m not bored.”

He scoots away so he has a better look at my face. “I can tell by the glazed look in your eyes that you’re lying.”

“No, I’m just tired. What time does Betsy usually start moaning?”

“Right,” Luke says slowly like his excitement over the Marvel franchise made him forget the real reason for this overnighter. “Usually around three or four o’clock in the morning. Which means we have...” He glances at his smart watch. “Five more hours.”

I can’t suppress a yawn.

“We can call it a night.”

“No.” I cover my mouth and shake my head. “We can watch two more movies, right? And then hopefully Betsy will start haunting up this place.”

“You sure?”

I manage to stay awake through The Incredible Hulk, and long enough to watch Luke feed Iron Man II into the DVD player. Then, what feels like a second later, I feel Luke nudging my shoulder. I open my eyes as the credits roll up the screen.

“I missed it?” I say groggily.

“Yep.”

“All of it?”

Luke chuckles. “I think ghost hunting will have to wait for another night. Let’s get you to bed.”

“No. Betsy. I want to meet Betsy.” My words are slurred.

“You already met her in the kitchen.”

“But...” I don’t have the energy to continue.

He helps me off the couch and props me up as we head to the stairs and ascend to my bedroom. At my door, we pause. I lean against the wall and Luke closes the gap between us. He places both hands on my hips and steps closer, shuttering my view of the world with his broad shoulders. My heart wakes up and begins pumping fresh blood. Suddenly, I’m alert, acutely attuned to the sensations Luke stirs in me. I push myself off the wall into his arms and we kiss. Afterward, he cups my cheek.

“I had a great time today,” he says.

“Do you want to come in?” The words tumble out. It’s a bad idea, and the rational Cassie knows it, but her voice is becoming exceedingly small the longer I take in the scent of Luke’s cologne as my face is inches from his chest.

“You’re tired,” Luke says.

“Not anymore.”

Luke flits his eyes to the open doorway and then back at me. “As much as I’d love to, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“When did you become so reasonable?”

He breathes deeply. A faint smile etches his face as he looks down at me. “When I realized what’s important.”

I scoff but attach it to a smile. “I hardly know this Luke.”

“I know.” He places his hands on my shoulders and pivots me toward the open bedroom door. “Get some sleep.”

“Fine.” I sigh. I peek at him until the door latches, and then I climb into the bed that he graciously prepared for me. The empty bed.

I’m wide awake.

Thoughts of Luke thread through my mind. Memories of the kiss we shared just minutes ago. I flop to my side and clutch the comforter that still smells brand new, trying to clear my thoughts, but all I can see is Luke, his bare chest glistening with sweat.

Maybe just one more kiss?

I slide out of the bed and tiptoe into the hallway. Nightlights line the walls, beckoning me toward the stairway. I descend the steps, cringing at every creak of the antique floorboards like I’m a teenager sneaking out of the house.

At the bottom of the stairs, I swing around and head toward Luke’s room. There are no nightlights here. He must have installed them upstairs for my sake.

A couple weeks ago, Luke was a no-go. Off-limits. Nuh uh. Not him again. And now I’m sneaking to his room.

Pastor Ellis’s voice rings in my ear. Pastor Ellis who is not afraid to preach about touchy subjects, like obeying God in difficult situations.

Pushing his voice out of my head proves much easier than pushing away my yearning for Luke. I reach his door and rest my hand on the knob. It’s cold under my touch, original to the house no doubt. Antique brass tarnished to a dark brown. It was golden and shiny once, free of the residue of time’s passing. I study the ornate pattern with my thumb, trying to make out the design.

We’re trying to start over, create a new normal, a new future. Kissing him in the privacy of his bedroom could lead to making out, and making out could lead to...

I curse. Then I turn and head back to the staircase.

I only make it a few steps before an otherworldly sound makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up like an angry porcupine’s quills. The eerie groan seems to lack a source, but rather emanates from the surrounding walls, like the woodwork absorbed some tragedy and needs to vent its sorrow.

Poor Betsy and her broken neck. It must have been so traumatic.

The groan tapers and a new utterance fills the hall, higher this time, not quite a screech, but almost. Like Betsy falling down the stairs and crying out in pain.

The skin on my arms breaks out in chilled bumps. I feel someone’s eyes on me. Some thing’s. The floorboards creak, likely not due to the house settling.

I try to calm my pulse and relax my core muscles, which are cinched like a corset, and then I spin to confront Betsy’s ghost. A shadowed form looms over me. Its hands claw my biceps.

“What is wrong with you!” I hiss. Luke releases one of my arms and presses his index finger to his lips.

“Don’t scare Betsy.”

“What do you mean, don’t scare Betsy? You just scared the heck out of me!”

“Sorry,” he says.

Another groan sounds from the walls around us and it sends ice down my veins.

“You live with this?” I whisper.

Luke nods. His features are shrouded by darkness, but I can tell his eyes are open wide. I can also tell he’s not wearing a shirt. “What are you doing down here?”

“I came down to kiss you again.”

The shadowed traces of Luke’s eyebrows inch toward the ceiling. He points to his chest. “Me?”

“Don’t worry. I changed my mind.”

“I wouldn’t have let you kiss me while I’m in my jammies.”

“You wouldn’t have been able to resist.”

“Yes, I would have. I’m a changed man.”

A low growl seeps from the walls, much more menacing than the previous groans. Every hair on my body stands up like quills ready to eject. “I’m not sure Betsy’s friendly.”

Luke clears his throat. “Betsy?” he says tentatively. “Is that you?”

“Don’t try to talk to her,” I warn. “You might upset her.”

“I’m going to tell her to go to the light.”

“I told her that earlier, but she’s still here.” More supernatural groans accompany my hushed tone, and then another sound joins in—the nerve-rattling howl of a feral cat.

“Lou Lou is here now too,” Luke whispers.

“The ghost cat?”

He nods.

I listen more closely as the cat continues to wail. There’s something different about this sound. Unlike the groaning, which seems to come from everywhere at once, the cat’s crying seems to come from below, from a fixed point.

“I don’t think that’s a ghost. I think it’s a real cat.”

“A real ghost cat.”

“No, I mean, it’s coming from below. From your crawlspace.”

I crouch next to a nearby floor vent and turn my head to listen more closely. “It’s definitely louder down here.”

“Great, the ghost cat is in my crawlspace.”

“It’s not a ghost cat. It’s a real cat. In your crawlspace. Have you ever gone down there and checked?”

“That’s a definite no.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like spiders. Or dead bodies. The cat or the human variety.”

“We need to check your crawlspace,” I say. “Where are your flashlights?”

“I’m supposed to have flashlights?”

“In case of emergencies? Like hurricanes?”

“We have hurricanes here?”

I lower my forehead to my hand. “Oh my gosh.”

“It’s the 21st Century. Our phones have flashlights.”

“Where’s your crawlspace entrance?” I ask as I stand.

“Around the back. Do you realize how old this house is?”

“Yeah. So?”

“So, I’m telling you. There are dead things under there. Ghost cat is probably the least of them.”

“I’m going to get my phone.”

We agree to meet outside. I dash upstairs and grab my phone off the nightstand and then I run back down and out the back door. Luke is standing by a ground-level, lean-to structure. The peeling paint reveals wood that looks as old as the house.

I join Luke who is peering skeptically down at the covered entrance.

“Head in,” I say. Literally. He’ll have to go headfirst. Crawlspaces were named “crawl” for a reason, especially under older houses.

“I’m going in?”

I give him my Gary Coleman what-you-talkin’-bout face. Diff’rent Strokes is the one 80s show I happened to watch when Madison and I were kids.

“I thought you were going in,” Luke says.

“You’re the guy.”

“But—I—”

“Go ahead.” I nudge him with my elbow. “I’ll stay here and make sure you don’t get snatched up by a poltergeist.”

“That makes me feel better.”

“Actually, I’m no match for a poltergeist. You’re on your own. I’ll stand here and point my flashlight into the opening.”

A look of regretful acceptance settles onto Luke’s handsome face. He turns on his phone’s flashlight and shuffles to the crawlspace opening, shoulders slumped. “If I don’t come back, tell my mom I love her even though she walked in on our make-out session.” He pauses before kneeling to hoist the wooden covering. “You know. We could go back inside and finish that make-out session.”

“You’re stalling.”

He heaves out a deep breath. “Fine.” He lifts the sheet of aging wood and scoots it out of the way, revealing a gaping black portal to the underside of the house.

I flip on my phone’s flashlight and point it into the darkness, which swallows the beam in short order. A feral meow sounds in the pitch black.

“Oh no,” Luke says.

“It’s not a ghost.”

He shakes his head before diving in.

“Bring back a kitty.”

“I just want to bring my soul back. Intact, ideally.”

I tap his butt encouragingly with my toe right before he disappears under the house.

As Luke navigates through the cramped space, he makes a variety of utterances ranging from “Gah” to expletives that would make Granny wince.

I lower my body to the ground and poke my head into the darkness. “What’s it like under there?”

“Scary,” Luke calls back. His voice is pinched, like his lungs are flattened between the floor joists and the dirt.

“Do you see anything?”

“Cobwebs. Trash. Scariness.”

I stifle a laugh. I wouldn’t crawl under this house for a million dollars, but I’ll never admit that to Luke. He’s being a good sport. Also, I can’t allow a cat to struggle. If it weren’t for Luke, I’d be calling animal control.

More feline sounds travel along the musty current of air flowing from the crawlspace. Rather than mournful wailing, this sounds like a cat on guard.

“Uh,” Luke says, his voice muffled by the distance. “Cassie?”

“Yeah?”

“You’re not going to believe this.”

“What?” I jump up to my knees in anticipation.

“We have kittens.”


Chapter 21


Luke

The tortoiseshell momma cat darts to a distant corner when I steal her babies. She’s in need of a good meal. Ten good meals. Which means there is a short supply of rodents under my house and in my yard. I consider this a positive.

The kittens are emaciated and weak. They aren’t getting enough nutrition from their mom. Since their situation is life or death, their wellbeing takes precedence. Momma can fend for herself for a while longer. At some point, I’ll catch her and reunite her with her babies, help her regain her strength so she can start feeding them again.

Cassie and I carefully re-home the kittens to a cardboard box that we soften up with a few old rags. She keeps an eye on them while I head to Walmart for cat food, kitty shampoo, eye droppers, and kitten formula. I pick up food and water dishes for momma in hopes that I’ll be able to coax her into the light.

When I return home, Cassie is still where I left her—on the couch pressed close to the cardboard box, staring down at the kittens dotingly. I drop my bags onto the kitchen island, grab a bowl, and warm up some formula. Cassie is ready for me when I join her on the couch. I hand her a towel, and she spreads it underneath the yellow tabby.

“They need to eat every two hours.” She looks at me apologetically. It’s four o’clock in the morning and I feel like a pile of cement slabs is trying to flatten me into a polka dot. I can’t stay up late like I used to.

I peer down into the box of mewing kittens. I’m the dad of two tortoiseshells and two yellow tabbies. Not exactly how I intended to fill up my empty bedrooms.

I scratch a yellow tabby behind the ears, and it hisses at me. “Hey. I’m saving you. Show some respect.”

“I can take the first shift if you want to take the six o’clock shift.” She positions the bowl of formula beside her on the couch cushion and fills the eye dropper. The kitten eagerly laps up the milk as she dispenses it drop by drop.

“This is only our first official date, and we already have babies.”

Cassie gives me the side-eye and shakes her head. “Don’t get any ideas.”

“Oh. I’m not. Also, I smell like one-hundred-year-old filth. I’m going to pop into the shower and then try to catch some sleep. You can leave these little guys in the pantry while you sleep.”

“I’ll sleep on the couch here next to them.”

I grin at her.

“I don’t want them to get scared.”

“Okay. Let me get you an extra blanket.”

I find her a blanket and pillow, and then I almost fall asleep in the shower. By the time I make it to bed, I only have an hour until I need to feed the kittens. I make good use of it, my brain dropping into delta mode as soon as my head hits the pillow. When my alarm goes off at six, I tiptoe into the living room and resituate the box of kittens next to my recliner. I sink deep into the chair and feed them one by one while I linger in a half-awake state where dreams are still possible but not refreshing. After the feeding, I can’t make myself move from the chair. I recline it fully and sleep flat on my back.

Cassie covers eight o’clock and I take the ten o’clock shift. By then, we’re both in an exhausted version of “awake.” She makes coffee while the kittens lick up the last of their formula. I make sure they’re all snuggled comfortably in the pile of rags before heading into the kitchen.

“I’ll put food and water at the crawlspace entrance to try to coax the momma cat out,” I say.

“Until then they need to eat every two hours.”

“Even if the mom comes out, I’m not sure she’s in any shape to feed them. Crawlspace life must be tough.”

Cassie nods. “I can take them home with me if you’d rather.”

“No. You’re too busy. I got it.”

She smiles. I think I read satisfaction on her face, which satisfies me.

“I told Mom I’d be there for lunch today,” Cassie says after a long moment of enjoying our coffee in silence.

“The Sunday tradition is still alive?”

“Yep. Church and then Nana’s house for a pitch-in.”

“You’re missing church.”

“It’s okay. I’m calling this a mini vacation.”

“Did you tell them you were staying overnight at my house?”

She looks at me like I just uttered crazy-talk. “Are you kidding? They’d jump to all the wrong conclusions.”

I regard her with my head tilted to the left. Of course they would conclude that we’re sleeping together. But what else might they conclude? That we’re an item again? An official couple? Would that be so bad? I want to ask her, but I restrain myself. I’ve not only resolved to take it slow physically, but also in the emotions department. Obviously, I’m already all-in. Based on the last twenty-four hours, Cassie seems “in” but I suspect her commitment is still contingent on many factors, including continuing to rebuild the trust that I destroyed all those years ago.

Bottom line, I’m not going to push it.

“Do you want donuts?” I ask.

“No, I’m good. I think I’ll take a shower and then head to Nana’s. I need to stop somewhere and get potato salad or something. Nana will turn her nose up at it, but I don’t want to go empty-handed.”

If I went with her, she wouldn’t be empty-handed. But again too much too soon. I’ll reconnect with her family soon enough. I hope. And I don’t think it’s a false hope. This overnighter went better than I ever could have anticipated.

While Cassie is showering, I eat a piece of cold pizza, occasionally tossing bits of ham to Korg who acts like it’s the best thing he’s ever tasted. Cassie returns looking fresh despite her lack of sleep. I always enjoyed her natural look the most. Still do.

She sets her bag on the recliner and bends over to dote on the kittens some more. “C’mere Cheez Whiz.”

“Cheez Whiz,” I say with a laugh. “We’re naming them already?”

Cassie shrugs. “Why not?”

While she continues assigning names, the doorbell rings. Korg goes into beast mode, running over to the front door and barking up a storm.

“Calm down, Korg,” I say as I follow him into the foyer.

“Is it Girl Scout cookie season?” Cassie asks.

I glance over my shoulder at her. “Maybe?”

Or it could be Amazon. That company is an over-achiever, delivering boxes the day of, even on a Sunday. I didn’t order anything, but it could be from work.

“Sit, boy,” I say to Korg. He wants to please me more than he wants to bite off the Amazon delivery guy’s leg. I’m able to open the door without any snarls or growls.

“Luke!”

Shock renders me mute.

“Oh, Luke. I’ve missed you.”

Macy crosses the threshold and plows into me, throwing her arms around me tightly. She’s put on twenty or so pounds, which are very visible in (you guessed it) a tube top, that displays her assets in a way that makes me uncomfortable, especially when those assets are pressed against my chest.

Before I can push her away, she anchors my cheeks with her hands and plants a juicy kiss on my lips. Panic sears my veins.

“Macy. No.” I extract myself from her lip fillers and push her away. Movement in my peripheral vision catches my attention. Cassie is standing in the foyer watching Macy’s love bomb.

“Cassie—”

“Cassie?” Macy says in a mean-girl tone. “Why’s she here?”

“We’re on a date.” I monitor Cassie’s expression as it goes from shocked, to hurt, to angry.

“Why? Doesn’t she know you’re a cheater?” Macy snarls.

“I wasn’t— I’m not— This isn’t what it looks like.”

Cassie’s nostrils flare.

“It’s exactly what it looks like.” Macy approaches Cassie with her finger pointed. “Luke and me have a history. You and him are nothing.”

“What kind of history?” Cassie says. Her tone is cool.

“The kind where you decorate nurseries and pick baby names.”

“No, not like that,” I holler over Macy’s fury.

Macy flips her blonde hair over her shoulder and glares at me. “Tell her the truth, Luke.”

I watch Cassie’s anger melt into resolve. “No. I think I’ve heard enough. Goodbye, Luke.” She whisks past me.

“Cassie, no.” I follow her onto the porch. “This isn’t what it looks like. I’m not with Macy. Cassie!”

She pauses in the front yard and spins around. “Then what is it, Luke? Tell me what it’s really like.”

“I paid for her kid’s ear tubes. I fixed her transmission.”

Cassie narrows her eyes at me.

“Macy and I had a thing in L.A. but it’s over. I’ve been helping her out with—”

“Is that why she kissed you?”

“I don’t know why she kissed me.” I rush toward Cassie, but she backs away.

Macy comes barreling toward us both. “He kissed me because he loves me!”

I catch Macy before she attacks Cassie. Macy takes the opportunity to grab my neck and pull me down for another kiss.

“Get off me,” I sputter as I push her away.

“It’s over, Luke. This time forever!” Cassie doesn’t look at me, just walks swiftly and purposefully to her SUV.

I follow her and Korg follows me, jumping excitedly. He thinks we’re playing. “Down, Korg!”

Convinced I’m trying to stifle him, Korg runs over to Cassie and begs for pets until her leg disappears into the car and the door shuts. Undeterred, he runs back to me and hops around in a happy dance, the antithesis of my current emotional state.

After Cassie’s car disappears down the road, I spin around and rage at Macy with a string of expletives fit for a Navy ship’s mess hall. She looks at me like I’m a rotting corpse and backs into the house. I follow her.

“What makes you think you can barge into my house and kiss me without permission!?”

Macy is still retreating. She bumps into the bottom stair and teeters on her feet before plopping onto the third step.

“I was trying to smooth things over with Cassie and now she thinks I’m cheating on her!”

Macy leans over on her knees and covers her face. Soft whimpers filter through the gaps in her fingers.

I’m being a complete tool. I’m angry, but I don’t have to go into beast mode. Calm down, Luke. I take a deep breath and close my eyes for a moment. Korg pants at my feet. “Why did you come here?” I say as calmly as possible.

Macy lowers her hands. “I can’t—L.A. is too—” A sob interrupts each sentence.

“I’m sorry I cussed you out. I’m just—You came at a really bad time. And we’re not a couple anymore. Why did you think you could kiss me and threaten my—?”

“Threaten who? Your girlfriend?” Macy spits out.

“No, she’s not my girlfriend. You know who Cassie is. She’s the reason I moved to L.A.”

“And she’s the reason you moved back here.” Her tone is mocking.

I feel anger boil in my gut again, but I tame my tongue. “You barged into my house, kissed me, tried to pick a girl fight, and chased away my date.”

Macy gasps. Tears spurt from her eyes. She covers her face again.

“Why does that upset you?” My words are clipped. I’m about over the drama act. Macy is a master at playing the victim.

“I thought maybe we could work things out,” she says between sobs. “You’ve been so nice, and I’ve had time to think.”

“Where’s Gabe?”

“He’s in the car.”

“You left him in the car?”

“It’s not that hot.”

I run to her Ford Focus. I guess she got the transmission fixed. Wait. Was the transmission ever broken? Bags, boxes, and pillows are crammed into the front seat. Gabe sits in his car seat in the back next to more bags and suitcases. What exactly did Macy have planned driving across country with her entire life stuffed inside a compact car?

When I start fiddling with Gabe’s harness, his lower lip trembles and then he wails. “Me too, bro.” I pull him out of the seat and rest him on my hip.

When we re-enter the house, Macy is slumped on the stairs. I set Gabe down and he runs over to her. He’s still crying, but she doesn’t move to comfort him. My heart aches for the kid, so I go sit by Macy and pull him onto my lap.

“Your car is full of your stuff,” I say.

Macy nods. “I thought you’d be happy to see me.”

“Your transmission was never broken, was it?”

She shakes her head. “I used some of the money to get out of my lease and some to drive across country.”

“I bet that was fun.” Gabe has ceased crying, but his muscles are tense. Little does he know I’m the guy who’s been financially supporting him. Maybe someday his mom will fill him in.

“The drive sucked. But I couldn’t stay in L.A. The guys there are self-centered jerks, the rent is too high, and the ocean’s bout to freeze my <bleep> off.” I cover Gabe’s ears as she curses.

“You never swam in the ocean.”

“Because it’s freakin’ cold. I need a place with warm water and a future.”

“I’m not it.” There’s no point beating around the bush. Under no circumstances is Macy staying at my house or anywhere within a fifty-mile radius.

She sniffs. “You’ve taken care of me—Of us...” She clasps Gabe under the armpits and shifts him to her lap. “You’ve been so generous. I just thought...”

“I’m in love with Cassie.” The sentence flows so naturally—truth from my innermost being, one that has been anchored there for years.

Macy rolls her eyes. “The Cassie that just walked out on you and said she wants nothing to do with you?”

“You had a little something to do with that.”

Feeling more comfortable with his mom, Gabe starts sucking his fingers and chattering nonsense words, somehow combining the two in a feat only a toddler can pull off.

She buries her face in Gabe’s curly, blond hair. “This all made more sense in my head.”

I know what needs to be done. I have to cut her off. Now. “I can’t keep giving you money.”

Panic is visible in Macy’s muscles and in her face as she gapes at me. “I have no place to live. No job. We can’t sleep in the car.”

“I’ll wire fifteen thousand into your account so you can get back on your feet.”

“This house is huge. We’d only take up one room. We’d leave you alone. I could find a job in Charleston.”

“Absolutely not.”

Macy’s brow pinches in anger. “I never should have wasted my time on you, Luke Curtis. Every moment of every day that I spent with you was the definition of horror.”

I slap my hands to my knees and stand. “Okay, then. Out.” I point to the door.

Macy straightens her spine. “Twenty thousand.”

“Get out of my house or you get nothing. I’m only doing this for Gabe. Find a hotel tonight. Think about what you want to do, where you want to go.”

Gabe reaches for me, his fingers wet with slobber.

“Does that sound like a workable plan?”

She sets her jaw, nods.

I grab Gabe from Macy’s lap and give him a squeeze. Tears rim my eyes. “You be good.” I hug him again and then hand him back to his mom. “I’ll transfer the money. You can show yourself out.”
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I close my banking app. Fifteen thousand dollars to get Macy the heck out of my life. Is it too late, though? That’s the question that’s eating me.

My eyes keep flitting over to my phone. Is Cassie at Nana’s now? Will she answer her phone if I call her, or will she ghost me? Is she as upset as I am?

I stand and shove the phone into my back pocket. Before transferring the money, I took a shower and got dressed. I decided maybe I’ll go somewhere today. To Nana’s? Or maybe Cassie and I will go for coffee and talk things out.

I can’t surprise her at Nana’s. That would be too messy. She probably hasn’t told them about me. Now isn’t the time. I’ll invite her to coffee, but first I need a bagel. Because I’m hungry. Yeah. That’s why I feel like I want to double over. Couldn’t have anything to do with Cassie walking away from me saying it’s over. Forever.

The bagels are in the fridge along with the butter. I jerk the door harder than necessary causing the condiments to clink and rattle against each other. My stomach can’t handle anything sweet, sour, or spicy. Plain butter on a plain bagel it is.

While I’m waiting for the bagel to toast, I get up the nerve to text Cassie.

I’m sorry about this morning. That was a mix up. Macy and I aren’t together. Can we talk about this over coffee?

The bagel pops up. I slather butter onto each side, slap them together, and then take a bite. I watch my phone. Wait for a response. Nothing.

I toss my phone onto the counter, lean against the island. As I’m chewing, movement catches my eye. I turn my head in time to watch the cabinet door open on its own. A fire wells in my belly and its flames shoot through my arms.

I set my jaw and spin toward the back door. Moments later, I’m back from the shed with a sledgehammer. Never mind the contents of the cabinet. I rear back with the hammer and give the old 1980s oak a vicious pounding, one strike after another. Splinters fly in all directions, ceramic shatters, hinges crack as they pull from their moorings. I pound until the entire cabinet falls from the wall and crashes to the floor, and then I pound on it some more.

“Son. Stop,” I hear behind me.

I keep smashing, this time at the composite countertop. It cracks under the force of my hammer. I spare no muscle as I plot the destruction of my entire kitchen.

“Son!”

I spin around. “What!”

My mom stands in the doorway with a stricken look on her face. “That won’t bring her back.”

“I don’t want Macy back. I want her out of my...” I explode into another string of expletives.

“I mean Cassie. Smashing up your kitchen won’t bring her back.”

“I’m not trying to bring either of them back. I’m trying to get Betsy the heck out of my life!”

Mom looks confused. “Who’s Betsy?”

“The ghost that’s haunting my cabinet!”

“Oh. No. Son, are you on something?”

“I’m cleansing my kitchen! Do you have any sage?” I start smashing the counters some more.

“O...k...,” I hear mom say between loud clunks and thuds. She walks around the island shielding her eyes. “I think she loves you.”

Clunk! Bam!

I tighten the grip on the handle ready to go for another swing.

“I said, I think she loves you!” Mom yells.

Her words deflate my muscles. My strength wanes, and I remember I barely slept last night. “Betsy doesn’t love me. She loves Joey.”

“I’m talking about Cassie.”

I drop the sledgehammer and rest my forearm on the beat-up countertop. An ache takes over my body, every limb affected, my chest taking the brunt of it. A deep, gnawing pain. I drop my head to my forearm and shroud my vision in darkness. “I can’t lose her.” The words catch in my throat. I draw in a ragged breath and let it go in a slow exhalation.

My mom rests her hand on my back. “I know.”

“What do I do?”

She doesn’t answer right away, as stumped as I am, I guess. “You wait,” she says.

I have waited. For years. “She’s not answering my texts.”

“How many times did you text her?”

“Once.”

Mom chuckles. “Give her time. You two have a lot of baggage to unpack.”

“We were unpacking it.”

“I saw that.”

I stand and lean against the island again, rubbing my face. It’s covered in dust. Eye protection would have been wise. “Macy showed up today. Kissed me. Cassie thinks I’m a cheater. I guess Macy thought we were still a thing. She and I were never right for each other. We were a mess.”

Mom leans against the island next to me and folds her arms. “But when she cheated on you, it taught you something.”

“Yeah. Never date another woman from L.A.”

“No. It showed you the harm you were causing other women when you cheated on them.”

I’ve already figured this life lesson out myself, but somehow, hearing it from my mom gives it more impact. You reap what you sow. What goes around comes around. Karma. They all apply. I just wonder how long it will be until I’ve officially paid my dues.

“It also made you want to change and chase after the woman you love,” Mom continues. “Your drunk self didn’t need to tell me you came here for Cassie. I already knew that was the reason.”

“And yet you still followed me.”

She rests her hand on my elbow and looks up at me. “I’ve always believed in you. I knew if you wanted Cassie, you’d find a way.”

“You make me sound manipulative.”

“You have been at times.”

I look down at my feet. “Maybe that’s another habit of mine that needs tossed into the ocean.”

“You can be determined without being manipulative. I think you’re starting to find the right balance.”

I rest my hand on Mom’s.

“Text her again. If she doesn’t respond, go after her.”

As if in response, my phone buzzes. My anticipation drops when I see it’s from Macy. “Great.”

Hey Luke. Thanks for the money. I’ll use it wisely. Gabe thanks you too. Say thanks to your mom for me too. Okay. That’s it. I’ll always love you a little bit. Bye.

I shoot Mom a confused look. “Macy says thank you.”

“Oh. I talked to her in the driveway. I heard you cursing from my living room, and I went out to see what was going on.”

“I was that loud?”

“Yes.”

I bite my lip.

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure the neighbors are at church. Or they need to go to church and repent after hearing your tirade.”

I was so livid I can’t even remember what I said. It was enough to make Macy cry. Not one of my best looks either. “What did you say to Macy?”

“She did most of the talking. She loosely filled me in on the details.”

“Such as?”

“Such as how generous you’ve been to take care of her and her son for the last several months.”

I nod.

“But she didn’t tell me how Betsy factors into this equation.”

“Betsy is my ghost. She’s the one opening the cabinet door. Or was opening it. I guess I solved that problem.”

We ponder my wreckage for a moment. Peaks and valleys of splintered wood litter the floor, just waiting to steal a foot or slice someone’s leg open. Sharp pieces of broken ceramic lie about to finish the job.

“You didn’t think maybe you should have emptied the cabinets first?”

I shrug. “I was in a hurry.”

“What do you supposed Betsy will do now that her cabinet is gone?”

Shoot. I hadn’t thought of that. “Do you think she’s mad?”

“Probably.”

“Great.”

“Yeah. You’re on your own with her, son. I don’t do ghosts.”

“Thanks.”

Mom raises to her tiptoes and kisses me on the cheek. “I’m in the guest house if you need me.”

I reach around her tiny waist and give her a quick hug. “This was all going to be demoed in a couple weeks anyway.”

“You keep telling yourself that.”

“You’re not going to help me clean it up?”

She flashes me a smile that says “no” and then she picks her way through the damage and heads toward the back door.

“By the way,” I say, “I have kittens.”

“You know I hate pets.”

“They’re cute.”

“I’m sure they are, but I’m also sure I’m probably allergic. Goodbye, son.”

The back door slams shut. I’m alone again. Just me, the sledgehammer, and piles of weaponized wood.

I made a mess. Now I gotta figure out how to clean it up.


Chapter 22


Cassie

I stew all the way to Kroger to pick up a pound of German potato salad, and then I stew all the way to Nana’s. My mind keeps replaying the moment Macy’s artificially plumped lips slobbered on Luke’s. I should have known he had a woman hiding away in a closet somewhere. Another woman on the side. That man wouldn’t change if a meteor was headed straight for earth.

One thing I don’t do is cry. I will not shed another tear for Luke Curtis. I’ve shed too many. I’m just glad I found out sooner rather than later that he was stringing me along for his own pleasure. Trying to convince me that he’s a good guy. That he’s changed. Well, now I know the truth. He hasn’t. Not one bit.

The parallel parking spaces in front of Nana’s house are filled. I recognize Madison’s and Mom’s cars but not the rest. Rather than turn around and park across the street, I choose a spot three houses down and carry my meager container of potato salad to Nana’s. Along the way, I catch a glimpse of Nana’s dilapidated garage.

“No, no, no. No!”

I veer off the sidewalk and head up the sliver of grass between Nana’s house and her neighbor’s. My eyes weren’t deceiving me. A portion of the garage roof is collapsed. I survey the damage, speechless. My heart pounds harder as I add “fix the garage roof” to my mental list of repairs. Repairs? Who am I kidding? The garage will have to be torn down and replaced. That’s twenty thousand dollars minimum. Probably more.

I look at the sky, watch a fluffy white cloud travel lazily through the deep blue. Fall is coming, and with it, rain. All that water pouring straight onto Nana’s Christmas decorations.

There’s nothing I can do. My money is tied up in my businesses.

I try unsuccessfully to shake off the heavy weight on my chest, before turning in resignation toward the house. The screen door wobbles on its hinges as I tug it open. It needs replaced too. The siding needs repaired and painted. Termite damage needs addressed. The list in my head continues as I step into the kitchen.

Mom, Nana, Aunt Suzanne, and Madison are at their stations—Nana at the stove, Mom at the counter, Aunt Suzanne and Madison at the table. They turn to welcome me with hellos and smiles, except Nana who is stirring something vigorously in the stock pot.

“Hello there,” she says, throwing up her free hand while her back is still turned.

“Hey.”

Mom drops her knife and comes over to hug me. “You look tired,” she says when I’m at arms-length.

“The garage roof is caving in.”

“None of my decorations were damaged,” Nana says. “I moved them all to the empty bedroom upstairs.”

“You went inside after it collapsed?”

Mom rolls her eyes and shakes her head. “I told her not to.”

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Nana says.

“It looks terminal,” I say.

Mom lets go and returns to her chopping. Madison is next in line for hugs. After a quick squeeze, she grabs my container of potato salad and slips a letter into my hand. The bells on the outside are a clue. It’s wedding related.

I open the envelope and pull out a postcard-sized rectangle of card stock. She looks at me expectantly as I read and re-read the text.

He proposed to me, now I’ll propose to you... Will you be there with me when I say I do?

It’s an invitation to be her maid of honor.

My eyes blur. The writing becomes fuzzy. I fake the feelings I know I’m supposed to feel: happiness, gratitude, excitement for my cousin. The weight on my chest is still heavy, impeding the outflow of genuine emotions.

I paste a smile on my face and try to sound lighthearted. “Of course I will!” I successfully exclaim. The effort siphons a large percentage of my available energy.

Madison and I hug, and then she begins rattling off details including dates and times for dress selections and fittings, shoe and jewelry shopping. None of it registers.

“She can’t remember all that,” Aunt Suzanne says from her chair in the corner. She eyes me like she knows something is wrong. I double down on my efforts to appear effortless.

“I’ll send you an email,” Madison says.

I nod and drop into the seat across from Aunt Suzanne. “What’s wrong?” she mouths.

Madison sees her. “What? Is something wrong?” She rests her hand on my shoulder.

“No. Nothing. I’ve been working too hard.”

“What’s new?” Madison says.

It feels like a jab. Boss Cassie. Always working. Always trying to put this family on the map. Trying to figure out how to keep the roof from caving in.

I tighten my grip around my purse.

“What’s this?” Nana asks.

“Potato salad,” Madison says.

I peek over my shoulder. Nana is holding my container, the one I went through the trouble of purchasing so she wouldn’t holler at me for not contributing to the table. The weight on my chest starts to dissolve. I panic because I know what that means.

“This is not potato salad,” Nana says. “It’s a stale brick of chemicals and preservatives.”

Aunt Suzanne’s eyes go wide when she sees my expression.

“They make it fresh at the deli counter,” I say through clenched teeth.

“I don’t care what they say they do. I’m not eating it.”

I jump out of my chair. “Fine! Don’t eat my potato salad. Don’t drink my sweet tea! Don’t eat anything I bring!”

Nana looks at me like she’s seen a ghost. “Calm down. It’s just food.”

“It’s not just food. It’s more than food! It’s—”

The weight lifts. The exhausting weight that’s been damming my outflow of emotions. When it goes, the water flows freely through my tear ducts and down my cheeks. I run from the kitchen, through the living room, and out to the porch where I collapse onto the swing, purse still in hand.

These tears aren’t for Luke. These are stress tears. That’s all.

Madison barrels through the front door followed by the rest of the crew, including Granny.

“What’s all the ruckus about?” Granny croaks from her perpetually hunched over stance. Aunt Suzanne pulls a lawn chair over to her and Granny sits with her hand propped on her cane.

Madison sits next to me on the porch swing and puts her arm around me while Mom claims the other side of the swing. Nana stands in front of me with her arms folded in front of her chest and Aunt Suzanne hangs back, leaning on one of the columns holding up the porch roof.

“What’s wrong, sis?” Madison says.

Now that they’re all staring at me and pressuring me to talk, the tears flow in sheets.

“I’m fine,” I choke out. “I just need a minute. You guys can go back inside. Please.”

Mom puts her hand on my knee. “Something’s wrong, honey. We want to help.”

“Could maybe just...one of you stay and help?” I’m at that stage of crying where the breath hitches involuntarily. This hasn’t happened to me since I was five. I’m bawling like a kindergartner.

Nana puts her hands on her hips. “Why are you so upset about potato salad?”

Mom shoots Nana a look. “I don’t think this is about potato salad.”

“Yes. It’s...the potato salad,” I manage. “That’s all it...is. I worked hard on that potato salad. Could you please...give me a minute? Alone?”

“That’s the problem,” Nana says. “You’ve been working too hard. You need to learn how to unwind.”

I lean over my knees and cover my ugly cry with my hands.

“I don’t think that’s helping,” Mom warns.

Madison begins stroking my back. “What’s wrong? You can tell us.”

I can continue avoiding or I can spill it and appease their curiosity. I choose the path of least discomfort, the one that will get them off my back as soon as possible. “I spent the night with Luke.”

Nana gasps. Aunt Suzanne looks surprised, but she spares me the judgmental vocalizations.

“I’m not sleeping with him,” I say, cutting to the chase. “It was just an...overnighter.” I suck in a breath to calm my involuntary gasps.

“So, you are sleeping with him,” Nana says.

“No! I just said I’m not. Nothing happened.” Except for an epic make-out session, the memory of which makes me want to giggle and gag simultaneously.

Aunt Suzanne pulls another lawn chair toward Nana, and then rests her hands on Nana’s shoulders, gently coaxing her into the seat. “Just let her talk.”

“Tell us what happened,” Madison says gently.

“We were ghost hunting. His ghost, Betsy, started moaning, and we found cats in the crawlspace.” I sniff.

“And...” Mom prods.

“And we kissed. A few times. And then this morning, his other girlfriend barged through the front door and started making out with him.”

Nana gasps again.

“Oh, honey,” Mom says softly.

“Is Luke the handsome one?” Granny asks.

“Yes,” Madison says.

“Ooo, boy.” Granny thumps her cane against the floorboards. “I always liked him.”

“So, you thought things were going well with him—” Mom says.

“But he’s still a cheater,” Madison finishes.

I nod while a fresh batch of tears pours down my face. “That’s not it though.”

“Isn’t that enough?” Nana says.

“Your house is falling apart!” The ugly cry resumes and I hide it with my hands.

A car passes the house, rumbling over the asphalt. It makes me want to run to my car and rumble on out of here.

“What’s that got to do with Luke?” Nana asks.

I lean back and take three deep breaths. “Everything,” I say as I look up at the porch ceiling, its paint peeling and flaking like the rest of the house. “He’s funding MatchAI. But I can’t take his money. Not now.”

“You’ll find a new investor,” Mom says.

“Maybe I will. Maybe I won’t. In the meantime, the garage is going to collapse, you’re all going to boil in the heat, the roof on the house is going to rot away, the neighborhood organization is going to keep hassling Nana.”

“You don’t worry about me and that nasty organization,” Nana says. “I got it under control.”

I meet eyes with Nana. “They’re never going to leave you alone about that garage.”

“And I’ll never stop ignoring them,” Nana answers.

“They have money, and covenants, and city codes, and lawyers.”

“And I have God.”

“God’s not going to fix your garage.”

“And neither are you,” Nana says. “It’s not your problem to solve.”

“No one else will do it,” I snap back.

Silence falls over the porch. Madison continues rubbing my back. My tear ducts are dry. For now.

“Honey,” Mom says softly, “Your grandma is right. This house isn’t your problem.”

“This is our house. Our history.”

“I know how important that is to you,” Mom continues, “but you have your own life to worry about. You don’t have to rescue the rest of us.”

“She’s right,” Madison whispers.

“Ever since your dad died, you’ve held the world on your shoulders.” Mom strokes my hand. “It’s time to let some things go.”

A fresh tear spills onto my cheek. “You were always working. There was never enough money.”

“We got by. We survived.”

Shouldn’t life be about more than just surviving? Everywhere I look, people are thriving. Houses are being remodeled. Happy young people are moving in. People are smiling on Instagram, going on beach vacations, posing in their bikinis with cellulite-free legs and washboard abs. In the meantime, Nana’s garage roof is caving in, her AC is busted, the exterior paint is peeling, termites are digesting the house.

“But Great Grandpa’s legacy...” I say.

“He would be proud of you,” Nana says, her voice uncharacteristically soft.

“Hear, hear,” Granny says, tapping her cane against the porch railing.

“You’re killin’ it,” Madison concurs.

Was. I was killing it. Thanks in large part to Luke’s money. Which I can’t, in good conscience, continue accepting. “Luke is the majority investor in MatchAI.”

“So what,” Nana says. “Keep that cheater’s money. He owes you.”

“No. He doesn’t. It’s a lot of money. I mean, a lot.”

“You don’t have to decide today,” Aunt Suzanne says.

“She’s right,” Mom agrees. “Let’s just go inside, eat Nana’s chicken and dumplings, and you can see how you feel tomorrow.”

Nana shoots out of her seat. “My roux!” She runs into the house, slamming the front door behind her. A moment later, she returns to the porch, walks over to me, and plants a kiss on my forehead. “Don’t worry about the house, okay?”

I nod. It’s a lie. I’ll keep worrying about it. But I don’t have to worry about it any more today.

“I’m sure your potato salad is wonderful,” Nana continues.

“It’s not.”

“Well, we have plenty of other food to hold us over.”

I sigh. “Thanks, Nana.”

She returns to the house.

“I’m sorry about the card,” Madison says after the door slams a second time.

“What card?”

“The maid of honor invitation card.”

“Why?”

“I just... It was bad timing. I know how important Luke was to you. I was really hoping things would work out.”

“It’s okay. He’s a lost cause. Better to know now than to waste two more years with him.”

Madison peers at me. She seems unconvinced.

“Thanks, everyone,” I say. “You can all go back to your posts.”

“I don’t feel like we helped,” Mom says.

“You did. I think I just need a few minutes alone.”

My family obliges by shuffling back into the house, leaving me to push the porch swing back and forth gently with my toes.

The weight has lifted. The water behind the dam has equalized.

Nana is right. This house isn’t my problem. It’s much more than that. Fixing it is my dream. I just need to come up with a new plan. A plan that doesn’t involve Luke.

A fresh realization descends onto my chest: I not only have to extricate myself from Luke’s money. I have to wipe myself clean of his marketing mojo. His face is splattered all over my Instagram account. How am I going to tell everyone we didn’t work out without drawing a huge black smudge on MatchAI’s reputation?

My marketing plan is as terminal as the garage. Bethany and I will have to come up with a new one. Assuming Excel doesn’t drop me when I tell them I can’t work with Luke anymore.

Maybe I can just be honest with my Instagram followers, tell them Luke and I were always a sham. I could apologize. Offer to try Cupid again. Give her a fair shake.

I pull out my phone.

The database feeding Cupid’s algorithm has grown over the past few weeks. Single men have filled out their profiles. Maybe Cupid could work for me. Who knows?

I pull up the app and stare at the Choose button. I created this app for singles like me. Singles who need a touch of my magical matchmaking dust. I believe in my app. I believe it can work.

I press Choose.

Available bachelors scroll by, in a whir at first, and then slowing, clicking by until Cupid chooses my match.

You’re kidding me.

Luke’s profile picture smiles back at me, just like it did during the news segment with Felicia Acrea. I quickly scan his profile to see if he cheated the system again. Everything checks out. The real Luke is my best chance at romance.

I’m screwed.


Chapter 23


Cassie

I lie awake in bed thinking of ways to tell Bethany that I have to cut ties with Luke. I come up with exit plans, contingency plans, fall back plans. No surprise, I’m up until the wee hours. Pudge keeps me company, purring on my chest while my heart races. I think she likes the vibration—the thud, thud, thud against my ribs. I’m not happy to oblige her. I’m tired-wired, the worst kind of fatigue.

When I finally manage to slip into dreams, Luke doesn’t make an appearance, but hurricanes do. From four o’clock to six o’clock in the morning, I dream of the same CAT5 hurricane about to make landfall. I run from store to store frantically trying to find supplies. When I can’t find any flashlights at Lowe’s, the guy tells me not to worry because we have phones for that now.

I force myself awake at six thirty—I can’t take the stress of the oncoming CAT5 anymore—and I make myself some black coffee and a piece of toast, and then I shower and dress for the day.

After all that thinking, I still don’t have a plan to save my business. To save both businesses. Because if MatchAI fails, there goes my Old Towne Ghost Tours equity. I’ll be back to eating ramen and baked beans in a ramshackle apartment while Nana’s house crumbles around her.

A little voice in my head tells me Luke won’t let me fail. He’ll quietly find a new investor while extricating himself. But that was the “new” Luke. The “new” Luke who faked being mature so he could get me back while messing around with Macy on the side. When I put it to myself this way, I get really mad at that little voice. Why would she even consider accepting help from Luke Curtis after all he’s done to me?

It’s seven thirty when I settle into my office chair. The office is quiet, ominously quiet like it will be when all my furniture is moved out and I’ve gone to fetch my next free meal at the City Mission. Sarah won’t arrive for another half hour. I’ll have to let her go. She’ll have to scrounge for a new job, maybe move away from Charleston, try to make a go of painting. Her paintings will be featured in the best New York City galleries, and I’ll be painting the front door of my rundown apartment to try to cheer up the depressing neighborhood.

You hush. Why so negative? Where’s Boss Cassie?

Everything will work out. It will be okay. If I have to start over, I’ll start over. I did once. I can do it again.

My pep talk bolsters me and the caffeine from my black coffee fools me into believing I have enough energy to tackle this day. I don’t have time for negativity. I have to execute.

To execute, I need a plan. I don’t have a plan.

I sigh and tap on my laptop to wake it up. As I’m scrolling through emails, the doorbell rings. I don’t think Amazon delivers this early. The sign on the door clearly reads we don’t open until eight thirty. Who else could be bothering me at this hour?

Old Luke had the nerve to ask me out for coffee yesterday. Old Luke most assuredly has the nerve to bother me at seven thirty on a business day. If it’s him, I can’t promise I won’t punch him in the nose.

I head over to the front door. I can see my guest through the glass. It’s not Luke. It’s worse. I contemplate turning my back on Macy and walking away. Let her stand there and ding the dumb doorbell. I’m in no mood to commiserate about my cheating ex. Because that’s why she’s here, right?

On the off chance that she’s not here to complain about Luke, I unlock the door and open it, but I don’t move. My body language clearly reads “you are not invited into my personal space.”

“Hey,” Macy says. She’s shorter than me. Her hair is blond and thin, the ends broken off haphazardly.

“Hello.”

“Luke didn’t send me here. His mom told me where you work.”

“I’m not open yet.”

“I know. I’m getting ready to leave town.”

A toddler appears from behind her legs. He looks up at me with doe eyes while he sucks on his fingers.

My heart softens a bit.

I still don’t invite her in.

“Listen,” Macy continues, “Luke’s not a bad guy. Yesterday was all me. I drove across country and surprised him. We were a thing back in L.A. I faked being pregnant with his kid and then it all fell apart.”

My eyebrows slide up my forehead.

“Yeah. I cheated on him.”

Shock trickles down my neck and arms.

“Anyway. So, for nine months, he thought Gabe was his, and...” Macy looks down at her son. “He’s not. We broke up at the hospital, but I was unemployed with a baby. He didn’t want me to struggle, so he sent me money every month. He has been for the last couple of years. Sometimes when I need a bit extra, I’ve just been texting him. He’s never turned me down. I guess, I thought since he was being so nice, he still had some feelings for me.” Macy scoffs at her own comment.

My thoughts are fragmented. The kid isn’t Luke’s. Macy isn’t his girl on the side. Luke’s charitable heart kept Macy from the poor house. Luke took care of a little boy that wasn’t even his, after being lied to for nine months and having his heart broken.

Why didn’t he tell me all this?

This sounds like the new Luke.

“I lied to him and told him I needed five thousand dollars to fix my transmission. I used it to cut ties with L.A. and drive out here to surprise Luke. As you can guess... Well, maybe you can’t because you left before he cussed me out—he wasn’t happy.”

I take a deep breath. Fatigue wears on me, a heavy relaxed sensation. Not the tired-wired of last night. “How do I know you’re not lying? How do I know he didn’t set this up?”

Macy picks up Gabe and supports him with her hip. “I guess that’s up to you to decide. I can tell you he never cheated on me. He supported me through my pregnancy. We decorated a nursery together. He was all in.”

Telling a guy you’re pregnant with his kid when it’s someone else’s is a major screw up. It’s a huge blow to a man’s ego. A life-altering moment.

“Okay. That’s off my chest.” She kisses Gabe on the cheek. “You ready to go to Florida, bud?”

“Mickey!” Gabe squeals.

“Have a safe trip.” I shut the door and turn toward my desk.

“Oh hey,” Macy says. Her voice is muffled by the glass.

Macy and Luke are blocking each other’s paths. Fire lights Luke’s eyes.

“What are you doing here?” he says.

I duck around the corner so they can’t see me.

“What did you tell her?” Luke adds.

“Mickey!” Gabe squeals again.

“I told her the truth,” Macy says.

“I wish you would have told me you were coming,” Luke growls.

“Goodbye, Luke.”

“That’s it?”

“I won’t bother you anymore.”

They fall silent. Because Macy is walking away, I assume. And then my doorbell rings. Before answering, I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

A look of consternation hardens Luke’s features. I return the expression as I let him in the door. He’s carrying the box of kittens. Mewing enters the office along with him.

“I come bearing kittens,” he says.

I peer into the box and then glance up at Luke. His expression has softened a little.

“I thought you might like to visit them. I fed them before I came.”

“Have you found the momma cat?”

“She’s emptying the bowls I leave out for her, but she won’t show her face when I’m around.”

“You better find out where she came in, otherwise you’ll have another batch of kittens under your house.”

Luke brought the cats to distract me. To distract us. It’s working.

“Hey, I’m sorry about Macy. I had no idea she was coming this morning.”

I inhale deeply and let it out through puckered lips.

“It’s a lot,” Luke adds. “I know.”

“So...”

“So, can we talk?”

I nod and lead him into the conference room. I take a seat next to the door in case I need to make a quick exit. Luke sits next to me and sets the box on the floor between us. I pick up one of the yellow tabbies and hold it close to my chest.

“You brought these to soften me up,” I say.

“Maybe.”

The kitten squirms in my hands. “They’re getting stronger.”

“Yeah. I’m rethinking my plan to have ten kids. This feeding schedule is brutal. I’m not sure I could do it with ten little humans.”

I laugh. “I know I couldn’t.”

“I’m sorry about Macy.”

I scratch Cheez Whiz on the head. I’m not sure which yellow tabby is which, but I’ll assume this little guy is Cheez. “Why didn’t you tell me about her?”

“I tried to tell you when we were kayaking, but all you wanted to do was kiss me.”

I grin at him. “So it’s my fault.”

“Sorta.”

“Well... Why don’t you tell me about her now?”

Luke reaches down and scratches one of the kittens. It hisses at him, but he’s unfazed. He clears his throat. “After we broke up, I kind of lost it.”

“You binge-watched superhero movies.”

He nods. “When I wasn’t doing that, I was working too hard, when I wasn’t working too hard, I didn’t date. I couldn’t. But I finally forced myself. I went to Las Vegas with a woman named Jen and came home with Macy.”

I raise an eyebrow at Luke. “Did you leave Jen in the casino?”

“I sent her home on a plane. Macy and I drove back.”

As I rub Cheez Whiz on the neck, his eyelids begin to fall. He relaxes into sleep.

“Macy and I hooked up and started dating. The relationship was a mess. She’d accuse me of cheating, I’d tell her the truth—that I wasn’t cheating. She’d tell me she loved me, and I wouldn’t say it back, and we’d have hours-long fights about how I was afraid to commit, how she was giving me everything, and I was holding back. I suppose she was right, but it was excessive. Every weekend. Fight. Make up. Fight. Make up. Like I was watching the world’s longest tennis match.

“Then one day, she came to me and said she was pregnant with my child. I left. Just got in my car and drove for three hours. I didn’t love her. I didn’t want to have a baby with her. But it was my baby. And as time wore on, through doctor visit after doctor visit, I started to warm to the idea. I was going to be a dad. I could see myself playing catch with my kid at the park, wrestling with him in the living room. Cleaning up his puke. My mind went through every scenario. I imagined my son as a teenager, learning to drive, going away to college...”

Luke flicks his thumb across his forehead. “I thought I was going to be a dad.” He leans back, covers his face with his hands, rubs his eyes.

I press Cheez Wiz to my chest, remembering the shock I felt when I learned Luke cheated on me. But in Luke’s case, there was a kid involved. A kid he thought was his own for nine months. I can’t fathom the pain he must have felt.

“Anyway,” he finally continues. “That’s when everything started to change for me.” He leans over slightly, pressing his palms together. “I felt all the wrongs I’ve committed against women, every single one of them, except I felt what they must have felt. What you must have felt. I’m not saying this for sympathy or to make me look good. I just mean, it was a hard time. A really hard time. And I deserved every second of it.”

I take a deep breath as I try to come to terms with this new slice of Luke’s past.

“I came out the other side a changed man,” he continues. “I know it’s hard to believe. How can someone do a one-eighty and change? But it happened. I’m different. Down to my bones.”

People can change. I know they can. I’d be a hypocrite to say otherwise. People deserve grace. I know that much. But people need boundaries too.

I put Cheez Whiz in the box and give the other three head scratches before sitting back up. Luke’s shoe is untied, the laces splayed out on the wood floor. “Your shoe is untied.”

Luke sighs, bends over, makes two bunny ears.

“Double knot it.”

He obeys and then sits up, searches my face a moment before saying, “Cassie. I’m really sorry.”

“You keep saying that.” I shift in my seat. “And that’s all good. But I don’t know the new you very well. The new Luke.”

Luke nods slowly. “It’s like starting over.” He hesitates. “That is, if you want to start over. If you don’t, I’ll leave you alone. I’ll become a silent investor again. You’ll still have my full backing.”

I think carefully about my next sentence. I imagine myself with Luke tomorrow, a week from now, a year. Sharing my life with him. Learning to trust him again. The knot in my stomach loosens. “I can try to start over.” My voice wobbles. “I want to try.”

A smile lightens Luke’s features. His eyes map my face like he’s seeing me for the first time. “Okay, then.”

I rein in my emotions and look sidelong at Luke. “You have a lot to prove.”

“I’ll spend the rest of my life proving myself to you.”

“Whoah, whoah. Hold up.”

“Too soon?” His expression is teasing.

“Way too soon.”

We lock eyes, and laughter spills out of us both.

“Thank you,” he says after we quiet down.

“Don’t thank me, thank Cheez Whiz. He’s the one who buttered me up.”

“Thank you for giving me another chance.”

“You’re a hard sell, Luke. Let’s be honest.”

He tucks his chin, looks past me for a moment. “I know. Believe me, I know.”

“But I know people can change.” I wait for him to meet my eyes and then offer him a smile.

He grins back, and I feel a spark in my belly. We both look away, Luke focusing on the kittens, me studying the tiny scar on the back of my hand from a cat scratch.

“I’m so sorry you had to watch Macy kiss me with those lips,” Luke says, still looking down.

“They’re rather large, aren’t they?”

“A little too large.”

“It’s a look.”

He glances at me. “What did she say to you?”

I rest a forearm on the table and rap at the glass with my fingernails. “She said you guys decorated a nursery together.”

“We did. Dinosaurs. It was my idea.”

“I’m sorry she lied to you. That must have been terrible.”

Luke rests an elbow on his knee and props his chin with his fist as he watches the kittens explore their box on wobbly legs. “It was.”

We trade air as we both breathe into the silence.

“I spent all last night trying to figure out how to keep MatchAI afloat without your investment cash,” I say. “I didn’t want to borrow money from the guy who cheated on me twice.”

Luke lowers his hand on top of mine. “I should have cut ties with Macy months ago, but—”

“I understand why you didn’t.”

Relief erases the lines next to his eyes.

“And you didn’t need to tell me about her,” I continue. “Not yet. Saturday was our first official date. People don’t unload their life stories on the first date.”

“It wasn’t our first date.”

“It was my first date with the new Luke.”

“Is that what you’re calling me now?”

“Yeah.”

“I guess it fits.”

He squeezes my hand, and a spark of electricity travels up my arm.

I clear my throat and stand. “I think these guys are hungry. I’ll see if I can find something in my apartment to...”

Luke stands and closes the distance between us. He slips his hand between my arm and waist and presses against my back. We meet eyes as I struggle to finish my sentence.

“Cassie,” he says softly.

I wait for him to continue. He drinks me in with his eyes while a faint smile plays on his lips.

“Yes, new Luke?” I whisper. My attempt at defusing the tension with a bit of humor doesn’t work. Luke’s gaze remains steady like I’m the only person in his universe.

“I love you,” he says.

The words permeate my thoughts and cause a jolt of shock to slice through my body. His lips descend onto mine, and I don’t resist. He presses me closer. Not close enough. I wrap my arms around him and give in.

When we part, a slow clap sounds through the room. Sarah is standing in the doorway. Our audience.

“Should I have brought those party favors that shoot streamers?” she asks.

“I think so.” Luke grins.

I glance at Sarah and then fix my eyes on Luke. “Maybe.”


Epilogue


Cassie

I settle into the eight-seater golf cart with Mom, Nana, Madison, Sarah, and Luke. Our tour guide in training, Benjamin, takes the wheel and starts reciting his introduction, much of it verbatim from the speech Luke wrote and presented to me twelve months ago—the night I started letting him back into my heart.

I bought this souped up golfer's dream with my MatchAI profits. We’re in twenty-five states now, going strong. With the steady growth of MatchAI, I built Nana a new garage, replaced the AC and the roof. The inside is next. I’ll start in the kitchen and move to the living room, letting Granny and Nana pick the fixtures—within reason.

When Luke and I revealed the true, gritty details of our past with the Instagram audience, his finagling with the launch, our fake dates—all the ways we lied to them—they were astonishingly supportive. Cupid didn’t receive a black mark, maybe because I told them how she matched me with Luke the day I thought all hope was lost.

We turn onto Benton. Luke smiles at me and grabs my hand. It’s a warm night, the two of us in shorts and T-shirts, like regular tourists.

I snuggle closer to him as the cart quietly whooshes down the street. At our first stop, Benjamin relays details about the house—its age, who built it, what ghosts are purported to live there.

“Benjamin’s doing great,” Luke whispers.

“You wrote this,” I whisper back.

Luke sits a little straighter. “I’m a man of many talents.”

Next Benjamin stops in front of the Hayashi residence and tells us about their female apparition who sometimes appears at the top of the stairs. She also likes to relocate keys, toothbrushes, and knickknacks.

After a few more stops, Luke’s house comes into view.

“As far as we know,” Benjamin says, “the hauntings here started when the wonderful caregiver and wife, Betsy Conrad, fell down the stairs and broke her neck. She likes to call out to Joey sometimes at night, and despite the destruction of Joey’s medicine cabinet during a kitchen remodel, she continues to retrieve Joey’s medicine from the new cabinet at regular intervals.”

“Nope. Just no,” Nana hollers from the backseat. “You live here, Luke? I’d hire a priest.”

“Well, that went dark real quick,” Granny mumbles.

“That’s not even the half of it,” Benjamin says.

Luke braces himself. “Here goes.”

“While excavating for the inground pool last October, workers came across two skeletons. DNA testing is still pending.”

“Cassie!” Nana yells. “You’re dating a guy with skeletons in his backyard! What kind of crazy is that? They’re probably in his closet too.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” Mom asks, shock raising her voice a few notes.

“Cause if I told you, you’d never swim in the pool!” I say.

“Got that right,” Nana says.

Luke salutes. “Ever seen that movie Poltergeist? Yep. That’s me. That’s my pool.”

I twist around in my seat. “They’ve been respectfully relocated.”

“That pool’s haunted,” Madison says.

“No, it’s not.”

“One day you’ll be doggie paddling and some demon will reach through the drain and pull you under,” Nana says.

I look at Luke. “Told you. They’re never coming over for a pool party.”

“I promise I’ll have the entire backyard smudged,” Luke says.

“Pfft,” Nana responds.

“Anyway,” Luke says, “there’s one more notable historical fact about this house that you forgot to mention.”

“Absolutely,” Benjamin says. “I’ll let you take over from here.”

I shoot Luke a confused look as he tugs on my hand.

“C’mere,” he says.

“Did you find bones in the crawlspace too?”

“No.”

We slide off the seat and step onto the pitted asphalt.

“Something is about to happen that this house will never forget.” Luke grins at me as he pulls a box out of his coat pocket.

My heart starts to race. It’s a velvet ring box. My hand involuntarily touches my lips. Time slows as Luke bends to one knee.

“I meant to do this years ago,” Luke says. “But the time wasn’t right.” He bows his head. “We both know why. I messed up. A lot.” He refocuses on me. Light catches his brimming tears. “Our love...is stronger than my mistakes.” Watching him struggle for words makes the tears in my eyes flood their banks. “That’s not because of me. It’s because of you and your wonderful, forgiving heart. You gave the new Luke a second chance, and I can’t let you get away this time. Cassie...will you marry me?”

I press my hands to my chest. “Yes, Luke. Yes!”

“Not maybe?”

“Yes!”

Whoops and hollers rise behind me.

Luke stands. With shaking hands, he slides the ring onto my finger. “You’re making me a very happy man.”

I wipe a tear from his cheek, and then I grab him and kiss him long and hard. When we part, neither of us lets go.

I hear a chorus of pops, and seconds later Luke and I are covered in streamers. Laughing, we brush the thin strands of tissue paper from our faces.

“This was your idea, wasn’t it, Sarah?” I ask.

“Yup.” She has her phone trained on us. “Say hi to Instagram.”

“You’re livestreaming?”

“Livestreaming is how it began, and livestreaming is how it will end.”

“Oh, it won’t end,” I say directly into the camera. “There’s a wedding coming up.”

I turn back to Luke and snuggle in his arms, pressing my hands to his cheeks. He bends toward me until we touch foreheads.

“I think my family approves.”

“Thank goodness.” Luke sighs. “It’s been a long time coming.”

“But worth the wait.”

“So worth it.” He kisses me long and slow.

We’re going to make our mark, the two of us. Together.

Watch out, Charleston.


Don't Miss the Free Prequel!


To receive your FREE prequel novella, Upgrading Cupid, sign up for Erin's newsletter at www.erinlucy.com.
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In a computer system, an upgrade enhances system performance for improved efficiency, speed, and compatibility to optimize functionality and support advanced applications.

Cassie’s short marriage just ended, downgrading her from married to single. She's coping by spending every waking hour on her ghost tours business, numbing herself with workaholism.

Cassie’s cousin intervenes by coordinating a blind date, which she reluctantly agrees to attend. After the date goes horribly wrong, Cassie realizes she needs more than human intervention. She needs serious algorithmic help.

Enter the world of artificial intelligence matchmaking, where love is more than chance encounters—it's a series of calculated moves and data-driven decisions.

In this prequel novella, discover the genesis of MatchAI, the revolutionary matchmaking program poised to transform the dating world forever.
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