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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Trish Bennet inhaled a breath of sultry summer air and gazed at the steamboat docked by the riverbank. The sun had begun its descent toward the horizon, its light reflecting off the muddy Mississippi, making the water sparkle as it sloshed against the side of the boat. The three-story, white wooden structure, which sported twin smokestacks and a massive red paddlewheel attached to the back, would hold her captive for the next three hours, forcing her to get to know her date, to give him a chance despite the missing spark of attraction she’d hoped to feel when she met him.

      She didn’t need fireworks, though. Sparks fizzled, and Trish was done with flashes in the pan.

      “Got the tickets. Let’s get this over with so we can get to the fun part, eh?” Kenneth wiggled his eyebrows and gestured toward the plank.

      “This part will be fun too. Who doesn’t love a good murder mystery?” She clutched her purse and stepped onto the boat as Kenneth chuckled, following behind her.

      The man ticked all her boxes. Well, all except the spark box, but that was the least important one. He was a successful criminal defense lawyer, so steady job: check. At thirty-seven years old, his age meant he’d achieved some level of maturity she hadn’t found in the flings she’d occupied her time with over the past few years. Possibility of something long-term: check.

      He was tall and somewhat handsome, with blonde hair, fair skin, pale blue eyes, and broad shoulders. Physical attraction: …meh. But that was near the bottom of her list anyway. He’d made her laugh when they talked on the phone, and they had similar taste in music and movies, so this could work. Maybe.

      Seventh time’s the charm. Who knew finding love via online dating would be so hard?

      Thick paisley-patterned carpet squished beneath her shoes as she stepped into the ballroom area, and she paused at the entrance, taking in the view. Art deco light fixtures hung evenly spaced along the white tile ceiling, and tables dressed in alabaster linen sat beneath the windows, creating an aisleway down the center of the long, rectangular space.

      A small, raised platform stood in front of a wall of red curtains, and the hostess led them to a table in the front row, only a few feet away from the stage.

      “Can we move to the back?” Kenneth jutted his thumb toward the rear of the ship as Trish sank into the seat offered her. “People in the front row always get heckled. I won’t put up with being the butt of anyone’s jokes.”

      “Umm…” The hostess scanned the seating chart. “Let me see what’s available. It’s a full ship tonight.”

      “This’ll be fine.” Trish patted the chair next to her. “It’s a murder mystery show, not comedy.”

      Kenneth frowned and huffed, his shoulders slumping as he dropped into the seat. “All right. Can I get a whiskey neat? Make it a double.”

      The hostess smiled and gestured to her left. “We have a cash bar right over there.”

      “What do you want?” Kenneth stood and tugged his wallet from his pocket.

      “A glass of water would be nice.”

      “Don’t make me drink alone.”

      Her jaw tightened as red flag number one raised in her mind. Trish had a tendency to lose her inhibitions when alcohol was involved, and she was trying her best to grow up and get her act together. Going home with him—or any man—on the first date was out of the question, despite her behavior in the past.

      Kenneth looked at her expectantly, apparently not willing to take water for an answer. This was going to be a long night.

      “I suppose one drink won’t hurt. I’ll have a glass of rosé if you don’t mind.”

      “You got it.” He grinned, revealing a dimple on his left cheek.

      Trish loved a man with a dimple, but Kenneth’s didn’t make her stomach flutter. In fact, she didn’t feel the slightest bit of…well, anything. Zero chemistry. Not an ounce of sizzle as she gazed at his backside while he walked toward the bar. He dropped his wallet and bent over to pick it up. Still nothing.

      Oh, wait. Something in her stomach bubbled. Maybe she felt a little… Nope. She covered her mouth as she burped. The Dr Pepper she drank before she met Kenneth here was giving her more feelings than the man.

      Oh, well. This cruise had rave reviews on Yelp for both the performance and the food. If the company was bad, at least she could enjoy the show. Kenneth returned with his whiskey and set a glass of red wine in front of Trish before typing on his phone.

      “Thanks.” She picked up the glass and sniffed the wine. It smelled rich and bold like a cabernet. “Were they out of rosé?”

      “Huh?” He glanced up for a second and returned his gaze to the screen. “Oh, I thought you said red.”

      She waited for him to offer to exchange it for what she requested, but when he ignored her, she shrugged and took a sip. “Good thing I like red too.” She might need a few more glasses to make it through the evening if this was how he was going to be.

      Kenneth’s blue text bubble floated on his screen, followed by several short responses from whomever he was texting. Trish wasn’t close enough to read the exchange, but his posture stiffened, and he blew a hard breath through his nose.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      “Yeah.” He slipped the phone into his pocket. “Arguing with my ex. It’s a daily occurrence, so nothing to worry about.”

      “If she’s your ex, why are you still arguing?”

      “It’s not important.” He placed his hand on top of hers, and the clamminess of his sweaty palm made her shiver, but not in a good way.

      She fought the urge to pull from his grasp. He was focusing on her now, so this was her opportunity to see if they had enough in common for a second date. “So, how do you like being a lawyer? Your job must be very exciting.”

      “It’s all right. A lot of late nights, but the money is worth it.” His gaze dipped to her chest before returning to her eyes.

      This time, she did pull from his grasp. “Sounds…interesting. I’m about to make a career change. I know my dating profile said I work at an urgent care clinic, but I’m about to buy a⁠—”

      His phone chimed. “Uh-huh. Hold on a minute.” He took it from his pocket and scowled at the screen, mashing the keyboard with his thumbs.

      Trish took a deep breath, trying to quell her frustration. Kenneth’s behavior reminded her way too much of the way Connor, the man she followed to New Orleans a few years ago, used to treat her. Of course, she wouldn’t have seen a red flag back then if it was flapping in her face. “Love is blind” was an understatement when it came to Trish in her twenties, but having her life uprooted and her heart torn out had made her cautious now. Maybe a little too cautious, but she was working on that.

      So the seventh dating app prospect isn’t the charm. Here’s to number eight. She took a giant gulp of wine and focused her attention on the woman approaching the stage.

      “Good evening, everyone.” The announcer had deep-red hair styled into a pixie cut and a dark brown complexion. Her smile lit up her entire face, and as she opened her arms in a welcoming gesture, a pair of gold bracelets clinked on her wrist. “Welcome to a night of fun, good food, and of course…murder. We’ll start with dinner, and once the main course is done, our fabulous emcee will guide you through the sordid tale of an heiress killed in cold blood. Who did it? That’s for you to figure out.”

      As the woman exited the stage, waiters scurried about, delivering food and filling glasses with sweet tea. Kenneth finally put his phone away, but he seemed distracted through dinner, giving short answers to Trish’s questions and hardly looking at her. His body may have been on a date with her, but his mind was somewhere else entirely.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Trish set down her fork and folded her hands in her lap.

      He grinned. “I’m not going to talk about my ex while I’m on a date with my future ex.”

      You’ll just spend the entire night arguing with her via text. Classy. Trish smirked at his ill-planned joke and returned her attention to the food, the only good thing about this date so far.

      The shrimp and grits came with a creamy cheese sauce that melted in her mouth. Who knew a breakfast food would pair so well with shellfish? She savored each bite, scraping the bottom of her bowl to scoop up every last bit before the server cleared the table and the show began.

      Kenneth rested an arm on the back of her chair, and she leaned forward, folding hers on the table. The lights in the dining room dimmed as a spotlight shined on the curtains, and a man stepped onto the tiny stage.

      Trish’s lips parted on a quick intake of air, and her heart kicked into a sprint. The sizzle she hadn’t felt for any of her past seven dates flared to life, her lips curving into a smile as she swept her gaze over the alluring man.

      Eric Landry looked scrumptious in black pants, a matching blazer, and a white collared shirt with the top two buttons casually undone. He had short, dark brown hair and bright hazel eyes, and the neatly trimmed beard he’d grown since she last saw him added a matureness to his already sexy vibe.

      Talk about checking her spark box. Yum.

      Attraction wasn’t the issue when it came to Eric Landry. He’d starred in plenty of Trish’s fantasies since she met him three years ago, and, judging by the way his eyes sparkled as she caught his gaze, the feeling was mutual.

      There were two problems when it came to Eric. One: he worked for Crescent City Ghost Tours, a group of people who had become her primary circle of friends over the years since her bestie married their leader. Dating within the friend group was never a good idea. Sure, it might have worked out in the long run for Monica and Chandler, and even Ross and Rachel, but this wasn’t a TV show and the fictional couples had run into more issues along the way than Trish cared to endure.

      Problem number two: Eric was young and wild. Okay, wild wasn’t really an issue. Trish was plenty wild herself in her younger years, but if she was just stepping off the fast train at thirty, Eric still had miles and miles to go. He was only twenty-four years old, and for the first time since the reason she moved to New Orleans dumped her, Trish was looking for more than a fling.

      “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Eric Landry,” his strong, confident voice commanded attention, making Trish’s stomach flutter. “‘Detective’ Landry, that is.” He made air quotes. “I don’t want you to be alarmed, but there’s been a murder aboard this boat tonight, and someone in this very room is the culprit.” He waved an arm at the audience dramatically, and a few patrons giggled. The man knew how to work a crowd.

      “This is my assistant, Amy.” He gestured toward the woman stepping onto the stage. “She’s going to give many of you a folder with the part you’ll play in this investigation. Raise your hand if you’d like to volunteer.”

      Trish started to lift her hand, but Kenneth’s groan stopped her. Honestly, why did the guy agree to come here at all if he was going to act this way? She’d simply suggested it when he asked where she wanted to go for their first date. He could have said no.

      Amy picked up a pile of brown folders and distributed them to the volunteers. Eric grinned and tugged one from her grasp before dropping it on the table in front of Trish. “I’ve got the perfect part for you.”

      “We’re good, man.” Kenneth palmed the folder and slid it back toward Eric before Trish could even touch it. “And no heckling either. We didn’t ask for the front row.”

      Eric cocked his head, cutting his gaze between them. “Is that what the lady wants?”

      Trish cleared her throat and forced a smile. “It’s fine, Eric. Thank you, but I’ll pass.”

      He gave her a pointed look, and she could only imagine the array of questions tumbling through his mind, the first one probably being, “Why the hell are you out with this guy?”

      Good question, Eric. In-Person-Kenneth was nothing like the man she’d spoken to on the phone. Whatever charisma he’d exhibited then must’ve been fabricated because this guy didn’t possess an ounce of charm. But she still had another two hours to endure with him, so she’d save telling him off for the end.

      “Are you sure?” Eric asked.

      She nodded. “Maybe next time.”

      As Eric picked up the folder and handed it to Amy, Kenneth scoffed. “We’re not doing this again, sweetheart. From now on, I pick the place.”

      There’s not going to be a next time for you, buddy. She bit her tongue to stop from saying the words aloud. Kenneth didn’t seem like the kind of guy who took rejection well. Short of secretly throwing him overboard, she couldn’t imagine a way of dumping him that wouldn’t cause a scene.

      Eric frowned, clearly disappointed in her choice of company for the evening, and he ascended the stage. Kenneth grunted, returning his attention to his precious phone, and Eric caught her gaze. She smiled, which she tended to do around him anyway, and mouthed the words I’m fine.

      His grin returned as he nodded once and began the show. “Our adventure begins in a Garden District mansion, about fifteen minutes outside the French Quarter. The heiress, Elizabeth Dupuis, was taking tea in the garden when her young life was cut short.”

      The mention of a mansion caught Trish’s attention, and as she watched Eric orchestrate the show, she all but forgot about her poor choice in dates. At least Kenneth had the courtesy to hold his phone in his lap as he typed, making his annoyance with the situation slightly less obvious.

      Eric wove a fascinating tale of mystery, coaching the audience members as they read from their scripts, and Trish was mesmerized by his performance. Though she saw him occasionally at group gatherings over the years, they weren’t much more than casual acquaintances. She had no idea he’d be running the show when she suggested this event to Kenneth. She didn’t know much about Eric at all, to be honest.

      Sure, they flirted like crazy whenever they were together, but Trish always kept her distance when the group outing ended, rushing off before things could get awkward. Come to think of it, she’d never actually been alone with him for more than ten minutes to have any sort of getting-to-know-you type of conversation.

      That was probably a good thing. With the way her body reacted to the man, she’d end up in bed with him faster than she could blink, and she was so not going there with Eric. It would ruin their whole dynamic.

      Besides, Eric was an empath, and though he swore Trish was immune to his emotional prying ability, the last thing she needed was a man who had access to her innermost feelings and desires. Her anxiety disorder was her own, thank you very much.

      She glanced at Kenneth, who rolled his eyes and made a crude gesture with his hands as if his opinion of the dinner theater wasn’t obvious before. Now that she thought about it, the last thing she needed was the hassle of a man at all. With her upcoming career change, she was about to be too busy anyway.

      “And now,” Eric’s commanding voice drew her attention. “As you contemplate who you think was the culprit, we’ll take a break for my favorite part of the evening. Dessert.”

      “I think it was her brother. Who do you⁠—?”

      Kenneth’s phone rang, and he snatched it off the table. “I need to take this. Don’t eat my cake while I’m gone.” Knocking his chair back, he shot to his feet and disappeared through the door leading to the dining room balcony.

      Trish shook her head. What an asshole.

      Her bread pudding with white chocolate sauce was divine and paired perfectly with the café au lait the waitress served. Eric made his way toward her, but patron after patron stopped him to discuss the mystery. By the time he made it to her table, she’d finished dessert, but Kenneth remained on the balcony outside.

      “Your date seems like an interesting fellow. Where’d he run off to?”

      Trish gestured to the door. “He’s outside, probably talking to his ex.”

      He cringed. “I hope he cuts ties with the baggage before your next date.”

      “This’ll be our last. I don’t have time to waste with a man who can’t be present in the moment.”

      “Good call. You know, if you went out with me, you’d have my undivided attention.” Heat sparked in his gaze, and her stomach fluttered again.

      “I’m sure I would. Sadly, I’m more woman than you could handle.”

      “Try me.”

      “You’d like that.” God, she loved their flirting game.

      “Damn right I would.” He laughed. “Where’d you meet that guy, anyway?”

      “Online dating site.”

      “I see. Well, better luck next time.”

      “Yeah, I think I’ve had enough cyber connections for a while. I’m buying my own mansion, so that’s going to take up most of my time as soon as the sale goes through.”

      “A mansion?” His brows lifted. “I didn’t know you were in the market for something like that.”

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.”

      He pulled out Kenneth’s chair and sat down. “And that’s a shame. Tell me about it.”

      “Eric…” Amy patted his shoulder as she walked by. “Show’s on.”

      His gaze never strayed from Trish’s eyes. “Give me a minute. Trish was about to tell me about her recent purchase.”

      “Well, it’s not final.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, suddenly embarrassed at the thought of discussing her financial situation with him. She could only afford the down payment on the place because she finally had control of her trust fund. There was no reason to be ashamed about that. It was her money to do with what she liked, and she’d worked her ass off to prove she deserved it…both to herself and to the wicked stepmother who made sure Trish knew she’d never amount to anything.

      She ground her teeth. Her dysfunctional family was a rabbit hole her thoughts did not need to tumble down tonight. Trish was finally out from under that woman’s unrelenting thumb, and her life was coming together splendidly. No need to ruin it with ruminations.

      “We have to stay on schedule. You can chat after.” Amy jerked her head toward the stage, and Eric sighed.

      “Let’s talk later, okay?” He squeezed Trish’s hand before rising to his feet and ascending the steps to the stage.

      Her palm still warm from his touch, she folded her hands in her lap and breathed deeply to slow her heart. They weren’t lacking in the chemistry department, that was for sure.

      Halfway through the big reveal, Kenneth finally graced them with his presence. He took two bites of his dessert and shoved it away, impatiently drumming his fingers on the table.

      The show ended as the boat pulled into the dock, and the patrons shook Eric’s hand, congratulating him on a good performance. Kenneth gripped the back of Trish’s neck with a clammy palm and leaned toward her ear. “I’m ready for the real dessert now, sweetheart.”

      Ew. The line to disembark was slow-moving, so Trish excused herself to the restroom to avoid any more unwelcome advances. Her stomach soured as she gazed at her reflection in the mirror, and she focused on her breathing to stave off the anxiety threatening to tip into panic. She’d dealt with men like this before, and it was best to send him packing when she actually had the ability to get away.

      When she returned to the dining area, most of the passengers had left the ship, and she found Kenneth standing near the exit, talking to Eric.

      “You know women,” Kenneth said as she approached from behind. “If you lay them right the first time, you can walk all over them the rest of their lives.”

      She stopped, her mouth falling open, as Eric’s jaw tightened. He looked at her, and Kenneth turned around, following his gaze.

      “There you are, babe.” He clutched the back of her neck possessively again. “Do you need a ride back to your place, or should I follow you?”

      Her muscles crawled beneath her skin as she stepped out of his grasp and stood next to Eric. “This isn’t going to work for me, Kenneth. It’s best if we go our separate ways now.”

      Kenneth gaped before narrowing his eyes. “The night is young. Don’t leave me hanging.”

      She crossed her arms, and he moved toward her. “I paid for your ticket and your wine,” he growled. “You owe me. Let’s go.”

      “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “The hell you aren’t.” He grabbed her arm, his fingers digging into her bicep, and half a second later, Eric’s fist connected with his jaw.
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      Kenneth careened backward, tumbling over a table and hitting his head on the edge of a chair. Eric half-expected Trish to run to the guy’s side to make sure he was okay, but she just stood there, eyes wide, her gaze darting between him and her date.

      His empathic ability was useless on Trish, so he had no idea what she was feeling. He had managed to redirect Kenneth’s anger at her for refusing to take him home to himself, so there was that.

      “Son of a bitch.” Kenneth scrambled to his feet and wiped the blood from his lip. The sharp sting of shock, burning embarrassment, and the scratchy feel of fear that he’d lost control of the situation formed the base of the anger that slammed into Eric, nearly knocking him off his feet.

      Damn, this guy had strong emotions.

      As Kenneth moved toward him, Eric slid in front of Trish, intent on taking the brunt of the asshole’s anger. “I suggest you walk away before you make things worse.”

      Kenneth narrowed his eyes and let out a sardonic laugh. “Things are about to get a lot worse…for you.” He raised his voice. “Who’s in charge? I want the police here. Now.”

      Trish gripped Eric’s arm, and he opened up his senses, trying desperately to detect a hint of her emotions. Was she relieved? Scared? Pissed? He had no idea, and he didn’t dare turn around to look at her with the rage still rolling off Kenneth’s body.

      Chantel strode toward them, concern furrowing her brow. “I’m the manager. Is there a problem?” She gasped as she took in Kenneth’s busted lip.

      “I was trying to leave with my date, and this clown punched me. I want an officer here; I’m pressing charges.”

      “Eric, is that true?” Chantel flashed an incredulous look.

      “He was…” Grinding his teeth, he glanced at Trish before focusing on his boss. He shouldn’t have done that. Trish was a woman who could take care of herself. Of that he was certain. “Yes, it’s true.”

      Chantel crossed her arms. “Well, I hope you had a good reason.”

      “He was trying to protect me.” Trish rested a hand on his shoulder, and he tensed. “I didn’t want to leave with him…” She gestured at her date. “He grabbed my arm, and Eric must have thought he was going to hurt me.”

      Kenneth scoffed. “I wasn’t going to hurt you, babe. I just wanted to get you away from this asshole. He’s a loose cannon. He could’ve just as easily hurt you.”

      Eric’s hands clenched into fists, and he instinctively loomed toward the bastard. Trish’s firm grip on his shoulder was the only thing stopping him from landing another punch.

      “Okay.” Chantel stepped between them. “Eric, my office. Now.” She turned to Kenneth. “I am deeply sorry for what happened…”

      Trish bit her lip as he turned and paced toward Chantel’s small office. “Eric…” She lifted a hand as if reaching for him.

      “I’m sorry.” He stepped into the room and closed the door.

      What the hell had he just done? His ears burned with embarrassment, and his stomach churned with unease as he sank into a chair. He’d made an ass of himself in front of a smart, sophisticated woman, and whatever “might-be” relationship he’d dreamed of having with Trish turned into “what might have been.”

      He’d let his emotions get the better of him, and he shouldn’t have. He was a goddamn empath, for Pete’s sake. Emotional control was a requirement for keeping his sanity. Otherwise, the constant barrage of other people’s feelings would send him on a downward spiral that only a straight-jacket and a padded cell could help.

      But the moment he saw that asshole’s fingers dig into Trish’s arm, he’d lost it. He’d let Kenneth’s emotions mingle with his own, and the result was a pop to the jaw he could never take back.

      He sat there stewing in remorse for another fifteen minutes before Chantel opened the door and slipped inside. She took the chair next to him, shaking her head as she inhaled deeply and sighed.

      “What happened out there, Eric?”

      “He was getting rough with her. He grabbed her arm, and he wanted to hit her. So…I hit him first.”

      She pursed her lips and studied his eyes. “Did he raise a hand to her? Did he threaten her?”

      “Not outright, but he wanted to.”

      “And you knew he wanted to, how?”

      His nostrils flared as he blew out a breath. “I just knew. You could see it in his eyes.” His ability wasn’t something he shared with most people. Psychic powers were often misunderstood, and he’d been called crazy enough in his life. His gift of reading the emotions of others frightened people.

      Chantel nodded, clasping her hands in her lap. “He agreed not to press charges.”

      “That’s a relief.”

      “On one condition. We have to let you go.” The look in her eyes was one of sympathy, but regret billowed in her aura like smoke. She hated to let him go. Eric was the reason they had a full ship twice a month for every murder mystery theater. “I’m so sorry.”

      And then he felt it…her inevitable disappointment slapped him across the face, shattering what little pride he’d managed to hold onto. He’d let her down, let the entire staff down. And Trish? She’d probably never speak to him again after that little display of immaturity.

      Dusting off his pants, he stood and stepped around her chair. “I am too, but that seems like a fair trade.”

      “Your final paycheck will be deposited next week.”

      “Thanks.” He pulled the door shut behind him, shoved his hands into his pockets, and made his way down the gangplank toward the parking lot.

      “Eric!” Trish’s voice drifted on the summer breeze, and he turned to find her shutting the door of her Toyota and jogging toward him.

      His breath caught at the sight of her prancing across the parking lot, her heels clicking on the asphalt as her knee-length sunflower dress swished with each stride. Her short blonde hair glinted in the moonlight, and she stopped two feet in front of him, tucking a strand behind her ear.

      “What happened in there?” Her voice held concern rather than annoyance or anger, and the knot in his stomach loosened.

      “Do you mean why did I hit him? Or what happened after I was sent to the office like a naughty schoolboy?”

      Her red lips curved into a tiny smile. “I know why you hit him. He’s an asshole. The bartender escorted me to my car while your boss tried to calm Kenneth down. Is he pressing charges?”

      “No, he agreed not to.”

      “Oh, thank goodness.” Her posture relaxed as she stepped toward him.

      “In exchange for me being fired.”

      “You got fired?” She bit her bottom lip.

      He shrugged. “Between that and going to jail, I think it’s a fair trade. I’m sorry I hit your boyfriend.”

      She shook her head. “He’s not. That was our first and last date, and… Can I buy you a drink? I feel like I need to apologize for even bringing him on the ship. I’m sorry you got fired.”

      A drink? Now there was an unexpected twist. If she was disappointed in the way he acted, she didn’t show it outwardly, and what a relief that was. Very few people were impervious to his ability. In fact, he could probably count them all on his fingers. It was so damn refreshing to talk to someone without being privy to their innermost feelings. Trish’s immunity was only one of the countless things he found attractive about her.

      “You don’t need to apologize for a choice I made, but I would love a drink…especially with the company of a beautiful woman.”

      “Hmm…” She grinned slyly. “Are you sure you’ll be okay? You might spontaneously combust from spending time in the presence of this much hotness.”

      He laughed. “If it’s my time to go, I’ve lived a good life. I’ll take my chances.”

      They walked side by side out of the parking lot and crossed Decatur Street before heading into a bar. The buzz of a dozen different emotions—none of them his own—scratched his skin like sandpaper as they made their way toward a small table in the back of the room. With a deep inhale, he drew his empathic energy inward, creating a metaphysical bubble of protection around himself and blocking out the silent chatter.

      He pulled out a chair and stood behind it, and Trish cocked her head. He slid it out a little more. “I’m nothing if not a gentleman.” His grandmother made sure of that.

      She accepted the gesture, and he scooted the chair forward as she sank into it. “This isn’t a date.” She picked up the cocktail menu. “It’s one apology drink, and then I have to get home.”

      “Understood.” He sat across from her. “I can’t help the way I was raised.”

      A server arrived, and Trish ordered a glass of rosé. Eric quickly scanned the menu before laying it on the table. “I’ll have the same.”

      The server took the menus, and Trish arched a brow at him. “I didn’t peg you for a wine drinker.”

      “Oh? What would you guess my signature drink would be?”

      She leaned back in the chair and studied him. “You’re barely out of college, so I would guess tequila shots or Jägermeister.”

      He straightened his spine. “I graduated two years ago. I’m a little more sophisticated than that.”

      “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you shoot Patron with Jason.” Her smile was playful, but her opinion of him stung. Yes, there was a bit of an age gap between them, but his maturity was beyond his years. It had to be, lest he become the disappointment his mother always felt he was.

      Okay, punching her date wasn’t the most grown-up thing he could have done, but who knew what that guy might’ve done if he’d followed her outside? It was no secret Eric had the hots for Trish from the moment they met. He flirted with her every chance he got, and she always returned the sentiment. But any suggestion of them going on an actual date was always met with a playful rejection. She didn’t take him seriously, and his actions tonight didn’t help his case.

      “And I’m pretty sure I’ve seen you shoot buttery nipples with Sydney. Shots serve their purpose, but having a single apology drink with a friend isn’t the time.”

      She pressed her lips together as the server delivered their drinks. Lifting her glass in a toast, she cleared her throat. “You make a good point. To friendship and apologies.”

      He lifted his glass and clinked it on hers. “And to forgiveness.”

      “To forgiveness.” She took a sip before setting her glass on the table. “How long did you work on the steamboat before I came along and got you fired?”

      “I got myself fired, but I’d worked there about eight months.”

      “What are you going to do now? Can you pick up more shifts with the tour company to make up for the loss of income?”

      He chuckled. Income was the least of his worries, though his finances and upcoming inheritance weren’t things he openly discussed. Nobody liked a spoiled a rich kid. “I wasn’t going to work there much longer anyway. I’m planning to open my own murder mystery dinner theater in an old family property.”

      “That sounds exciting. Tell me about it.”

      His smile widened. “You know how the Landry mansion has been in my family from the beginning? It’s where I grew up.”

      “I do. I still need to go out there for a tour someday.”

      “I’m happy to show you around anytime. You don’t have to shuffle through with the tourists.”

      “Hmm…and would that private tour happen to end in your old bedroom?”

      He chuckled. “Only if you want it to.”

      She caught her bottom lip between her teeth, and a flash of heat sparked in her eyes. “I’d ruin you for other women. It wouldn’t be fair.” She sipped her wine. “So you’re going to do the shows at your family home?”

      “My grandma just acquired a piece of property that had been lost to gambling debts a century ago. It needs a little of TLC before I can open shop, but it’s a dream come true.”

      “That does sound like a dream come true. In fact, we might be neighbors.”

      He cocked his head. “Your mansion?”

      “It’s not nearly as big as Landry House, but it has a garden area that will be gorgeous once I’m done with it. The seller accepted my offer, and I’m just waiting for the loan to get approved. I’m going to run it as a bed and breakfast.”

      “Really?” He leaned his elbow on the table, drifting toward her. “I didn’t peg you for the homebody type.”

      She smirked. “Running a B and B is a bit different from staying home all the time in sweatpants with no bra.”

      Now there was a sight he’d like to see. He could imagine her sitting on the porch swing, drinking coffee while he tossed a ball to the dog in their front yard. Okay, maybe he was getting a little ahead of himself. Still, it was a lovely thought.

      “I’ll be up before dawn preparing breakfast for my guests,” her voice drew him from his daydream, “attending to their rooms when they leave for the day, and doing all kinds of other stuff to keep the place running.”

      “Sounds like a dream come true.”

      “It is. I’ve wanted to run my own business for as long as I can remember. Working at the urgent care clinic is okay, but it’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life. I’m thirty. It’s time I grew up, quit my job, and started my career.”

      “I’m so glad it’s coming together for you. I guess you worked in hospitality before the urgent care? A restaurant or hotel?”

      “Well, no, but I’ve eaten in plenty of restaurants and stayed in my share of hotels.”

      Wow. That was quite an endeavor, investing in a property without any experience in the type of business she planned to run. “I can tell you’re excited about it.”

      “Oh? So your empathic abilities do work on me.” Her sly smile affected his pulse.

      He chuckled. “I don’t need psychic abilities to see your enthusiasm. Your eyes sparkle when you talk about it.” So far be it from him to burst her bubble. He’d keep his opinion on her lack of experience to himself.

      “You…” She held his gaze, and something about her expression changed. It was subtle, almost imperceptible, but Eric had spent years studying body language and facial expressions, trying to figure out why he just knew things about people. It wasn’t until he started ghost hunting and could feel the emotions of spirits that he realized he had a psychic ability.

      Trish’s eyes softened, her brows tugging together and lifting slightly like she was seeing him for the first time. “Thanks for listening. I’m sure Emily is tired of my rambling. I can’t stop talking about it.” She let out a nervous laugh and polished off the rest of her wine.

      “I can’t wait to hear more when the sale goes through, and hey… If you ever want any pointers, my grandma would love to sit down with you. She’s been running a B and B for decades.”

      “Thanks. I might take you up on that. Do you mind if we close?” She flagged down the server. “I work an early shift tomorrow.”

      “No problem.” He reached for his wallet out of habit, but Trish slipped the server her credit card before he could remove it from his pocket.

      “I told you I was buying. I’m really sorry about your job. Your show was very good.”

      “I appreciate that. It’ll be even better when I open my theater.”

      “I’ll be sure to suggest it to my guests.” She signed the receipt and returned her card to her purse. “And I’ll be there opening night.”

      “I’ll save a seat for you in the front row.”

      They sat there for a beat or two, looking at each other, before she stood and slipped her purse strap onto her shoulder. “It was good seeing you.”

      “We should have lunch sometime since we’ll be working in the same area.” He knew what her answer would be. He’d lost count of how many times he’d asked her out, but he had to try.

      She tilted her head. “Bye, Eric.”

      Shot down again, as he expected. “See you around, Trish.”

    

  

OEBPS/images/love-and-curses-object-cover.jpg
'!

gRRIE PUL KINEN






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


