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      “Ooh, more family drama.” My friend Hannah settles in on my comfortable sectional with her margarita. “Spill.”

      “Well. You know my cousin who just got married?” My other friend, Kesha, arches a dark eyebrow.

      It’s our girls’ night in, and we’re sitting in my living room with the fireplace on. We do this all the time, taking turns hosting, and we have sleepovers so there are no worries about drinking and driving, which is why we’re in pajamas. But tonight is a big night. I have important information to share with my best friends.

      But first I settle in to hear Kesha’s latest drama. With no family of my own, her wild tales are hugely entertaining to me.

      “Lissa? About three months ago, right?” Nodding, I lean forward.

      “Right. And I told you the day after the wedding that she announced she was pregnant.”

      “Oh yeah.” I snitch another jalapeño to add to my nacho.

      “How can you eat two of those?” Hannah tosses one blond braid over her shoulder. “Your mouth is going to incinerate.”

      “I like them.” I shrug.

      “Hannah’s mouth is very delicate.” Kesha smirks.

      Hannah huffs, her pale cheeks coloring up. “Here we go again. I have reasons I don’t like blow jobs.”

      “Reasons that are ridiculous.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “I may never be able to get that image of wriggling little sperm stuck between teeth out of my head. Why did you have to tell us that?”

      “Oh, thanks a lot.” Kesha wrinkles her nose. “I’d managed to forget it.”

      “I’m sorry,” Hannah says, not sounding apologetic. “We all have different tastes.”

      “Right. Back to the jalapeños,” Kesha says.

      “No, back to the story about your cousin.” I point at Kesha.

      “Yes!” She tosses her head, her dark, natural curls bouncing. “Okay. She found out she’s pregnant the day after the wedding. Well… now it turns out that she cheated on Mike just before the wedding, and she doesn’t know whose baby it is.”

      “Oh my god!” I stare at her.

      “That is nuts,” Hannah says. “Wow.”

      “And she told the whole family, because of course she did. She loves drama.”

      “But… are they staying together?”

      “Yeah. Mike says he doesn’t want to know. He’ll just raise the baby as if it’s his.”

      “Wow.” I shake my head. “That’s… Wow.”

      “You’re right,” Hannah says. “Crazy as a soup sandwich.”

      There’s a pause while we all picture a soup sandwich.

      “At least you have a family,” I say with a sigh.

      My mom died just over a year ago. She was the only family I had since I never knew my father. Which brings me back to the reason for our get-together. “And speaking of family… I got the results of the DNA testing.”

      Their eyes pop open wide, and they both lean forward.

      “What?” Kesha exclaims. “What does it say?”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?” Hannah demands.

      “I’m saying so now.” My stomach quivers with nerves. “I got it on Wednesday, but I haven’t opened it yet. I wanted you two to be with me.”

      “Oh my god!” Hannah says. “Do it! Do it now!”

      I grimace and stand. “Be right back.” I move into my spare-bedroom-slash-office and grab the envelope from my desk. I carry it back into the living room and set it on the coffee table.

      “How could you wait?” Hannah asks. “I’d be dying to know the results.”

      “You two are the ones who encouraged me to do this. I wanted you to be here.” I eye the envelope from Who’s Your Daddy DNA Testing. At one of our girls’ nights in, we’d gotten talking about how I’d never known my father and how I felt something was missing from my life with my mom gone. Hannah had suggested DNA testing to try to find my father. “Also, I’m terrified.”

      “I didn’t encourage you.” Kesha corrects me. “I told you those DNA-testing companies sell your data to big pharmaceutical and medical technology companies.”

      “Right.” I bite my lip. I’m not really worried about that. I’m worried about other things. “What are the chances I’ll actually find my father? Or anyone who’s related to me.” I wave a hand, staring at the red candle sitting on my coffee table, a new one I picked up because it smells like raspberries. Would any long-lost relatives of mine take a DNA test? Why would they?

      Maybe… because they want to find me?

      The flame of the candle flares up, flickering and glowing brightly.

      “I can’t believe you actually did it,” Kesha adds. “This is pretty… bold… for you.”

      I wrinkle my nose. She’s right. I like to live life on the mild side. My whole life I was taught to carefully think things through and make a solid plan. My mom was cautious and responsible and encouraged me to be so also. Even though sometimes it drove me bonkers. There were times I felt so constricted I just wanted to burst out and do something wild.

      “The tequila made me do it,” I joke.

      “You’ve been complaining about being bored,” Hannah reminds me. “You needed to do this.”

      She’s right. I’m bored with my job. I’m the best software designer at Summit Insurance, but that’s not satisfying me anymore. I’m bored with my nice condo decorated in the neutral colors the last owner chose. I’m bored with my life.

      “I’m glad you did it,” Kesha says. “Find your family. Quit your job. Get a dog. Live your life the way you want to.”

      I stare at her. “I can’t just quit my job.”

      “Why not?” She shrugs. “Your Etsy business is doing great. You could work full time at that. You have money saved.”

      That’s true too. My mom always said A penny saved is a penny earned and Money doesn’t grow on trees. So I’ve scrimped and saved… enough to buy this condo, a good investment. But I haven’t gone on trips or bought pretty shoes. Or splurged on fresh flowers for myself.

      Now in my head I’m hearing You only live once. You can’t take it with you.

      I always wanted a dog. Mom said they were too much work.

      I always wanted sisters and brothers. I never told Mom that. I wanted Thanksgiving holidays with a house full of people, lots of birthdays to celebrate, lots of people who have your back. Lots of love.

      I study the envelope again.

      “Open it!” Hannah urges, blue eyes wide.

      “I feel like I’m betraying my mom,” I say slowly, rubbing my upper arms.

      “Oh no.” Kesha’s gaze softens. “Why?”

      “I don’t know.” I pick up my glass and take another gulp. “She never told me much about my dad. She said she didn’t know him well. She certainly never brought up ever trying to find him. I always wondered about it. She could have had child support at least. But anytime the topic of him came up, she shut down. She clearly didn’t want to talk about him.”

      “I don’t think it’s betraying her to want to know more about your heritage,” Kesha says softly.

      “I suppose not.” I gaze into the flame of my candle. Suddenly a feeling of pressure rises up inside me, like a balloon filling up and pressing on my lungs. All my life I’ve done what my mom wanted. I’ve been careful and practical. I wanted to take musical theater; she didn’t like the idea of my being on stage. I wanted to draw and paint; she was focused on math. I went into a career with good pay and employment prospects. I pushed away any thoughts about knowing who my father is because I knew it would upset her. I don’t regret it. I have a good life. She was a good mom.

      Mom’s not here now. I miss her. But dammit… “I do want to know my father. I need more in my life. I want family. Fun. Maybe a little excitement.”

      I start as the flame of my red candle flares higher and flickers sideways.

      I look at my two best friends, encouraging me to step outside the ordinary box of my life and do something daring.

      “What are you afraid of?” Hannah asks softly.

      “I don’t know. Lots of things. I’m afraid I won’t have any family. Or maybe I do, and they’re serial killers. Or sex traffickers. Or cannibals.” My eyes widen as my spine stiffens.

      Kesha pats the air in a calm down gesture.

      “Or I’ll find out I’m going to develop some debilitating, untreatable disease at age thirty.”

      Hannah’s lips turn downward. “Oh jeez. I’m sure that’s not going to happen.”

      I let out a slow breath, relaxing. “I love you guys.”

      “We love you too,” Hannah says. “And we’re with you on this.”

      “Thank you for being here.” I lift my glass to my lips and drain it, tilting my head back to get every last drop. Then I set down the glass and pick up the envelope. “Eeek.”

      “Go on.”

      I open it and start reading. My gaze moves quickly over the paper, taking in the words. I read it again. “Okay,” I say slowly. “There’s someone listed as a close relative.” I look up. “Whatever that means. Her name is Felise Candler.”

      They frown.

      “Not your dad,” Hannah says.

      “Obviously not,” Kesha replies. “But it could be a link to your dad.”

      I bite my lip. “I guess.”

      “Are you going to contact her?” Hannah asks.

      “I don’t know.” I scan the paper again. This is… kind of a letdown. I don’t know what I expected. I let my hands holding the document drop to my lap. “I don’t know. I’ll think about it.”

      

      Two weeks later…

      

      I open the Facebook message, expecting it to be from someone I know. Instead, it’s a message from… Felise Candler.

      The woman who’s a close relative according to Who’s Your Daddy DNA Testing. Her profile picture is of a young woman with long, wavy red hair and a sweet smile.

      My heart beats faster and I close my eyes. But curiosity gets me, and I open my eyes and lean toward my computer to take in the words. She saw the link in the DNA report and found me on Facebook. Like me, she’s not sure what close relative means. She wants to know if we can communicate.

      Even though I wanted this… suddenly I’m scared.

      I may not have family, but I have lots of friends, especially Kesha and Hannah. I love the kids I teach art classes to on Saturday mornings as a volunteer at a local art gallery. I may not have much luck in my love life, but I’m fine being alone until the right man comes along.

      And I have this… this feeling… that if I do this, if I meet this woman, it’s going to change my life. Much as I’m bored with my job, satisfied with my bland condo, and content with my friends… this change terrifies me.

      Mom never liked it when I had a feeling about something.

      But how can I not know about this? I can’t erase it from my memory. I’ll always know there’s a girl out there about my age who could be related to me. We could become best friends… or maybe hate each other’s guts. She could be a psycho bitch… or a sweetheart. I have to know.

      So I reply to her message.
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      I fucking hate blind dates.

      So what the hell am I doing here?

      I’m sitting here by myself because the woman I’m supposed to meet hasn’t shown up yet. And if she does, I fully intend to have one fast drink and then get the hell out of here. Last weekend, I bet my buddy Garrett he couldn’t win a hundred dollars in poker on a stone-cold bluff, and goddammit, he did it. So here I am on a blind date with a friend of his wife’s. Now, Garrett’s wife is a lovely, sensible witch, don’t get me wrong, but she’s quiet and shy and her idea of fun is whipping up loaves of bread. Again, nothing wrong with baking bread. Homemade bread is delicious. But if Julie’s friend is like her, I think we’re going to be as compatible as Kanye and TSwift.

      I look around the bar—the Singing Horse. I’ve never been here even though it’s not that far from where I live in Ravenswood. There’s karaoke some nights, and it’s one of the places that has turtle races. Sweet Jesus, turtles. If Garrett made me come here and sit here all alone as a big joke, I swear I’ll waive my magic embargo and hit him with one of my best black magic revenge curses. His online porn will always be buffering.

      Then she walks in.

      I think it’s her. She matches the description Garrett gave me—dark hair, slender. She’s really pretty. I stand and lift a hand to get her attention.

      She pauses. She tilts her head. I feel like she’s hesitating. I guess she doesn’t recognize me from the description. Then she smiles and moves toward me through the tables. Yep, it’s her.

      “Hi! You made it.” I force a smile and extend my hand to her. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Hi. Nice to meet you too. I’m Romy.” She shakes my hand.

      I thought her name was Amy. Whatever. I must have misheard. “Trace.”

      “Trace,” she repeats. “Have you… been waiting long?”

      “Uh… we were supposed to meet at eight, right?” Did I screw up?

      “Right!”

      “Have a seat.” I gesture. “I ordered myself a drink while I was waiting.” Crap, that sounds like I’m giving her shit for being late.

      She hangs her purse over the back of the chair. “What are you having?”

      “Citra Ass Down.”

      She freezes and gives me a look, one eyebrow raised. “Excuse me?”

      My eyes fly open wide. “This!” I grab the can and show her. “It’s the name of the beer. It’s a pale ale. Brewed with citra hops.”

      She studies the beer, then bursts out laughing, dropping into the chair across from me. It’s a great laugh. Light, musical, genuine. “Oh my god. That’s hilarious!”

      Her laughter tugs an answering smile to my lips. “That sounded bad, didn’t it? Believe me, I don’t usually tell women to sit their ass down the first time I meet them.”

      “Good to know.”

      A waitress stops beside the table and gives me a flirty smile. She barely flicks a glance at Romy when she asks, “What can I get you?”

      “Um. I’ll have what he’s having.” Romy gives me a what-the-hell look as the waitress departs.

      “Don’t worry, it’s good. So, Romy, what do you do for a living?”

      “I’m a software designer at Summit Insurance.”

      “Sounds exciting.” Yep. Julie’s friend.

      She sighs. “Don’t mock my job. It’s not exciting at all. I’m good at it though, and it pays the bills.”

      “That sounds like a sorry way to live your life.”

      Her lips firm. “So I’m told.”

      “Hey, I’m not judging. I just think everyone should do something they love. Something they’re passionate about.”

      “Well, I’ve started doing some design stuff… I opened a shop on Etsy.” She peeks up at me through her eyelashes as if she’s bashful about telling me this. “I started designing websites and doing logos, but lately I’ve been expanding into wedding stuff. Invitations, guest books, favors. It’s called Over the Moon Designs.” She bites her lip in a shy gesture that makes something weird happen in my chest.

      “That’s cool. That’s what I’m talking about.”

      I watch her as she talks. Her features are fine—her nose small, her chin a little pointy, her cheekbones sharp. She wears her dark hair in a shoulder-length style with bangs that emphasize big blue eyes. Those eyes are so expressive, and her face and hands are animated as she talks. There’s something about her that I can’t look away from—an energy, a glow that surrounds her. It’s an attraction I’ve never felt before, and it confuses me.

      “I was always interested in design. My mom thought I should pursue a more practical career though.” She wrinkles her nose.

      The waitress reappears and sets down Romy’s beer.

      “Put it on my tab,” I tell her.

      “Thank you. I need to get drunk.” Romy picks up the beer and downs half of it.

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Oh.” This date is more interesting than I expected. I lift up my beer to toast her. “Cheers.”

      She grins and her face lights up with that big, bright smile as she taps her beer against mine.

      “What’s up?” I ask. “Bad day?”

      “You could say that. It’s a long, long story.”

      “We have all night.” Never mind my plan to knock back a drink and bolt.

      “Eh. I don’t want to think about it tonight.” She lifts her chin and straightens her shoulders. “I just want to have fun.”

      Well, she’s going to be disappointed in me if she’s looking for fun. I used to be the one to go to for a wild night of drinking, drugs, and partying. These days, my idea of fun is sanding woodwork or patching drywall. “Okay.”

      “They have karaoke here.”

      Oh hell no. “I’m not doing that.”

      “Boo. Well then, we can race turtles.”

      “I can’t believe that’s a thing.”

      “Oh, come on? How long have you lived in Chicago?”

      “My whole life,” I admit.

      “And you’ve never raced turtles?”

      “Nope.” It may be the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard of, but something makes me zip my lips. “I guess I missed out on that rite of passage.” I had different rites of passage in my life.

      “Then you really need to at least watch. Let’s go.”

      What the hell. Maybe I could use a little fun too. We carry our beers to the back of the bar where the race is being set up.

      “Don’t worry,” Romy says to me. “The turtles are well cared for. Believe me, if I thought they weren’t, I would be protesting to shut this down.”

      “Okay.” This is goofy.

      “I’ve been told they love the attention and they’re excited to race.”

      I give her side-eye, although I’m totally amused by her.

      The four turtles have names stuck on their shells—Leonardo, Donatello, Michelangelo, and Raphael. Of course.

      “Who’s your favorite?” Romy asks in my ear.

      “Donatello.”

      “That was quick.” She shoots me a smirk. “You’ve thought about this a lot?”

      “Hell yeah. When I was a kid, I always played Donatello. I liked having a big stick.”

      “Oh really?” Her smile turns naughty, and her eyes gleam.

      I bark out a surprised laugh. “Oh yeah.” I wink. “He’s the total package. Smart but badass kung fu skills.”

      “Hmmm.”

      “He’s gonna win.”

      “Want to bet?” Her eyes twinkle. “I think Raphael looks pretty speedy.”

      “Ha. Sure. Let’s bet. How about… when Donatello wins, I get a kiss.”

      What the hell am I doing?

      I think I’m… having fun.

      She laughs. “From me? Or from the turtle?”

      Another laugh slips out of me. I lean close enough to touch my nose to hers. “From you.”

      Our eyes meet with a jolt of electricity, hers dancing with laughter and… awareness. “You’re on!”

      The DJ plays some rousing music and then starts talking about each turtle as the crowds of people push forward. Romy and I are standing near the front, in a corner where we have a great view. I shift behind her because I can see over her head.

      “And they’re off!”

      A man lifts the plastic container off the turtles in the middle of the round track, and they start moving. Well, three of them do. Donatello doesn’t budge. I hope he’s alive. I stare at him.

      Yep, he’s alive. As the other turtles meander and waddle, stop and start, his little legs begin to move. Maybe he needs a little help… a little wizardry…

      Wait. What am I thinking? I don’t do that shit anymore. But for a kiss from Romy… “Go Donnie!” I shout, earning a mirthful look from Romy.

      As people cheer on their turtles, creating an unholy din in the bar, Donatello sprints. Well, he shuffles.

      “Look at him go!” Romy cries.

      I set my hands on her shoulders as we cheer and watch the turtles mosey onward. Raphael is left in Donatello’s, er, turtle dust. The animated atmosphere infects me as I cheer on my shelled reptile. Slow and steady wins the race, and in a few minutes he’s declared the champion of the night.

      “Woo-hoo!” Romy turns to me, laughing. “Donatello for the win!”

      “You know what that means…” I lean closer.

      Her eyelashes flutter. “I do.”

      For a few seconds, I just admire her… smooth cheeks, pretty lips in a sweet, enticing curve, the warm scent of vanilla and sugar rising from her skin. Then my eyelids lower and I lean in and brush my mouth over hers. Once. Twice… and again, this time our lips clinging in a longer, sultry kiss. Heat pulses through me.

      We draw apart. Our eyes meet in a protracted look laced with heat and… surprise.

      She blinks.

      I swallow. Well. “Another drink?” I say hoarsely.

      “Sure.”

      We return to our table and order another round of beers. “Okay, that was ridiculous.” I shake my head, having regained some equanimity. “But fun, I admit.”

      “See? It was!”

      When we have our drinks, Romy says, “So, Trace, what do you do for a living?” She gives me big blue eyes. “What’s your passion?”

      “I’m in the construction business.”

      “Hammering. Nailing. Screwing.”

      With a straight face, I say, “No, that’s my personal life.”

      “Ha ha. Good one!” She tips her beer to me again, and I join in her laughter.

      “I have done the hands-on work,” I say. “I worked for the family business in the summers when I was a teenager and in college.”

      “Apparently you built some muscles.” Her eyes move approvingly over my shoulders and chest.

      I flex one arm to show off my biceps. “Yep.” I lower my arm. “Now I’m in management. But I keep my skills sharp by renovating my own house. It’s a big old Victorian.”

      “Nice.” Her eyes gleam. “I love old houses.”

      “Me too. Grew up in one. Bought one myself.”

      “Awesome.”

      I pick up my beer. “I love building things and restoring things. Especially old houses. Our mission is to give people their dream home.”

      She nods. “That’s wonderful. Home is important.”

      “Yeah. It’s more than just shelter—it’s a sanctuary. A gathering place for family. A center for our lives, the place we come back to every day.” For a moment I lose my focus, memories of family and the home I lost crowding in.

      She gazes at me wordlessly. “Yes,” she says slowly. “That’s true.”

      “So.” I direct my attention back to her, shaking off sadness. “It’s nice to have a home that’s special to you.”

      She wrinkles her nose and nods. “I like that.”

      “You should see the old house we’re renovating near here,” I say. “It’s amazing.”

      “So you don’t just do new construction?”

      “Nope. I manage the renovation part of the business.”

      “What’s amazing about it?”

      “Well, it was built in 1898 by Lewis Granger. He’s a pretty well-known architect in Chicago.”

      She lifts her shoulders to indicate she hasn’t heard of him. That’s okay.

      “It has six bedrooms, two and a half baths. The front door has the original glass, and there’s a grand staircase with a window seat.” I watch her reaction. Lots of people zone out when I talk about stuff like this, but she’s hanging on my every word like a kid on monkey bars. “There’s a double parlor living room with mahogany pocket doors and hardwood floors with mahogany, birch, and maple inlays.”

      “Sounds gorgeous.”

      “Well, the wallpaper is hideous, the floors are a mess, and the kitchen’s a disaster. But yeah, it’s gorgeous. The coolest thing is the maid’s staircase.” I pause. “Rumor has it the house is haunted.”

      Her eyes widen and her pretty lips part. “No! Really?”

      “Yeah. The third floor has an old ballroom, the maid’s bedroom, another kitchen and bathroom, and a sunroom.”

      “Who haunts it?” she asks eagerly.

      I like that she’s into this and not just rolling her eyes. “Apparently, when the house was first built, the maid was having an affair with her employer, the man of the house. When the secret came out, she jumped down the well in the yard to her death.”

      “Ohhhh.” Her eyes are still wide and intent on me.

      “But since she didn’t live to tell the tale, who’s to say another family member didn’t push her?”

      “Right?”

      “Then she came back to haunt the family until they finally sold the house. Rumor is other owners have also seen the ghost of the maid.”

      “That’s so cool,” she breathes. “I’d love to see that house!”

      “Yeah?”

      “Oh yes!”

      “Okay. Let’s go.”
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      What the hell am I doing? My friends would say I’m insane to be leaving the bar with a guy I just met. My mom would be horrified! At first he seemed aloof, but when he smiles, it’s dazzling. When he laughs, it’s captivating. I want excitement in my life. This guy… for some reason he excites me. But I also feel I can trust him. I ignore my mom’s voice telling me not to rely on my instincts.

      And I’m dying to see the house.

      Trace leads the way to his vehicle parked on the street nearby, a shiny, new truck. “Do you have a car here?” he asks.

      “No. I walked. You’re okay to drive?” I may be acting impulsively, but I’m not stupid.

      “Oh yeah.”

      We buckle up, and he steers us through moonlit streets. “It’s not far,” he says. “Just off West Lawrence.”

      I shiver with excitement.

      I don’t even know why I sat with him in the bar. He was obviously waiting for someone who stood him up. I felt like doing something… unexpected. Unplanned. And I wanted some drinks, after what I learned today. A lot of drinks.

      It turned out fine though, because he’s… attractive. So attractive. Physically, yes… I did notice the broad shoulders, defined biceps, muscular chest, and flat abs in his fitted, long-sleeved navy tee. I noticed his square jaw beneath a layer of beard stubble, his strong wedge of a nose, his amazing green eyes. And I noticed how tall he was when he stood to greet me. But there’s something else about him that attracts me, drawing me to him like a drunken moth to a bright, burning star.

      Radiating energy, he has a presence that’s compelling. When he met my eyes across the room, I couldn’t stop my feet from crossing toward him, doing something completely out of character. Or maybe not…

      With his serious, unsmiling face, when I made him laugh, I felt like I was doing some kind of magic. When he talked about home, I felt like he needed a sanctuary, a safe place to hide from the world. But what does he need to hide from?

      Soon he pulls up in front of the house. It’s completely dark, of course. The wrought iron gate is locked, but Trace has a key and he lets us in. It’s a huge house, three stories, like he said, with all kinds of decorative detail above the front veranda, the second-floor balcony, and the top of the house. The three top windows have ornate, pointy window hoods. It’s creepy and fascinating.

      We climb the wooden steps to the veranda and cross to the front door, the glass etched with an amazing star shape. He opens it and we step inside.

      Trace flicks a switch, and a bare light bulb above us illuminates the space.

      “We have electricity,” he says. “Come on in.”

      The staircase is indeed grand, dark wood rising to the shadowy second floor with an amazing carved banister and a big square newel post.

      I lower my gaze to the wooden floor beneath my feet, admiring the pattern of different woods inlaid, although it’s scratched and worn. “This floor is beautiful.”

      He shows me around the main floor—a parlor, a dining room, a living room, all with lots of carved mahogany but atrocious flowered wallpaper, and another room that he tells me is going to have the wall removed to make the kitchen bigger.

      “Want to go upstairs?”

      “Yes. Maybe. But you have to hold my hand.”

      His lips twitch. “I can do that.”

      The stairs are wide enough for us to climb together, my hand firmly clasped in his. Trace turns on another light, which helps, but the big chandelier is dusty. We explore the bedrooms and outdated bathrooms, then pause at the narrower stairs to the third floor. I gaze up hesitantly. Goose bumps rise on my skin, and I release Trace’s hand to rub my upper arms.

      “Cold?” he asks.

      “No.” It’s a warm June evening after a hot day, and this house is definitely not air-conditioned. “I’m…”

      “Scared.”

      I shake my head. “No. I just feel… something.”

      My weird comment doesn’t seem to faze Trace. “I know.” He nods. “Come on.”

      He takes my hand again, and we climb to the third floor. We peer into the small room that was the maid’s bedroom… the maid who met her unfortunate end. “I wonder if she really loved him,” I murmur. “If she jumped because her heart was broken.”

      Trace doesn’t ask who I’m talking about.

      There’s a tiny kitchen and bathroom and then… the ballroom.

      I picture glittering chandeliers and potted palms. I picture men in tuxedos and women in long dresses, dancing across the hardwood floor and drinking champagne. In the late 1800s, the ball gowns would have been bustled and draped and decorated with silk flowers, the men in tailcoats and top hats. I can almost hear the waltz playing as I walk to the middle of the room and turn in a circle.

      Trace follows me slowly, taking my hand and setting his other hand on my waist, as if he knows I’m thinking about dancing. Heat pulses between us. We start to move together in a waltz step I learned years ago in my musical theater days, one, two, three, one, two, three. Our steps mesh and lengthen into smooth strides as we glide around the room. My eyes fasten on his.

      I breathe in his scent—rich, sexy, and sensual. His shoulder is strong beneath my hand, his long legs graceful. I imagine my skirts swirling around my ankles. The corners of his mouth lift into a half smile, and again, I feel like he knows what I’m thinking.

      “How many people do you think have danced here?” I murmur.

      “I think lots of people.”

      “Are you going to keep this as a ballroom?”

      “No.” He shakes his head, his expression regretful. “Nobody uses a ballroom anymore.”

      “I guess that’s true. It’s a shame.”

      We come to a stop, still gazing into each other’s eyes. I’m drawn to him, pulled in by his eyes as his lids lower and his gaze drops to my mouth. My lips part, my breath leaving me, and my eyes drift closed too as our mouths move nearer. I feel his breath whisper over my cheek, and I rise onto my toes as he bends his head. I crave another touch of his mouth on mine.

      “You’re beautiful, Romy.”

      “Th-thank you.”

      And then his lips touch mine—the softest press, once, twice, then again, his mouth opening on mine. I sink into it, opening to him, his tongue gliding against mine. He tastes of bitter hops, delicious adventure, and sweet desire. My mouth is hungry for him.

      He releases my hand, and I immediately twine my arms around his neck and press into him. He cups my face so gently, tilting my head slightly, and kisses me again, warm and deep and exciting. My belly flips, heat gathering low inside me.

      This kiss… it’s extraordinary. I’m melting into him, my bones softening, my entire body yearning to be touched by him. His hands drift down the sides of my neck, over my shoulders, brushing over my breasts as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me closer still. His body is big, hot, vibrating, and I love being crushed against him.

      Our kisses go on and on until finally he draws back and we stare at each other. My heart is thumping, and I’m breathless.

      “Wow,” he murmurs.

      “Yeah.” I swallow thickly. “Wow.”

      Then behind him something moves… a smoky, swirling shape. My eyes pop wide, and seeing that, Trace looks over his shoulder. I blink, and the wispy form disappears.

      Trace turns back to me. “Did you see something?”

      I slowly shake my head. “I thought I did, but I think I had something in my eye.”

      He chuckles and kisses my forehead. “Let’s go.”

      We clamber down the two flights of stairs to the main floor. Did I really just see that? Did he? I wouldn’t say that spirits don’t exist, but I don’t believe in ghosts that you can actually see. It had to be my imagination, all stirred up from dancing in the old ballroom.

      In the dining room, I smooth my hand over the built-in mahogany sideboard. “You’re going to keep some of this original stuff, aren’t you?”

      “As much as we can, yeah.”

      “Good.”

      Trace locks up, and we return to his truck. The breeze rustles the tender new leaves of the trees lining the street and cools the heat in my cheeks.

      “Thank you for bringing me here. That was amazing.”

      “How about ice cream?” Trace says when we’re buckled in.

      I grin. “I never say no to ice cream.”

      He drives to my favorite ice cream place on West Montrose, Happy Cones. It’s late, but they’re still open. In fact, there’s even a short lineup out the doors of the tiny shop.

      We fall into place behind what seems to be a group of teenagers all together.

      “I love this place,” I tell him as we wait our turn.

      “Me too.”

      “What are you going to have?”

      “The Cookie Monster.”

      “Ohhh, that’s so good.” I nibble my bottom lip. “I think I’ll have the Big Little Chocolate Cone.”

      The group in front of us is loud, their conversation being carried out at a level approaching yelling, their laughter raucous. I meet Trace’s eyes, and we both make faces.

      “You like chocolate?” he asks.

      “I love chocolate.”

      Two of the boys in front of us start jostling each other. “You dumb fucker,” one of them says.

      “Shut the fuck up, fuckface.”

      Trace’s face tightens. He glances around.

      It’s late, so there aren’t any children waiting in line, but still, their loud swearing is kind of douchey.

      Then one of the guys gets shoved right into me. I stumble back, almost stepping on the person behind me.

      “Hey!” I cry.

      Without a second’s pause, Trace grabs the guy by his shirt and yanks him away from me. “Dude,” he clips out. “Watch out.” He holds on to him as the kid regains his balance, then tries to pull away from him. His friends make concerned noises. Trace looks at me. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Just startled.”

      “You could have hurt her,” Trace continues in a low, authoritative voice, his face grim. “Apologize.”

      “Sorry,” the kid mumbles.

      “You guys are out of line,” Trace says to them all, releasing the boy. “Settle down. You wanna wrestle, go to the park over there.” He jerks his head.

      The kids all shuffle back into line, muttering but chastened.

      “You sure you’re okay?” Trace asks me quietly.

      “Yes.” I press my lips together briefly. “Thanks.” I’m fine, and I’m brimming with admiration for how he handled that situation and how quickly he subdued those rowdy kids.

      The teenagers move up to the counter to order, and then it’s our turn.

      When we have our ice cream, we walk to the small area next door with picnic benches arranged among shrubs and flowers. I take a seat and tip my head back. From here, I can see the moon, which I love. Ever since I was a kid, I found the moon comforting, so far away but lit up so brightly by the sun.

      Trace sits beside me on the bench, straddling it to face me, his elbow resting on the table, and digs his spoon into his ice-cream-and-cookie concoction. For the first time I notice that he’s left-handed. I have no idea why, but I’ve always found that sexy.

      I first take the tiny ice cream cone off the top of mine. It’s called Big Little Chocolate Cone because the big cone, filled with chocolate soft ice cream, dipped in chocolate and rolled in crushed chocolate cookies, is garnished with a tiny cone prepared the same way. I always eat it first.

      When I try to bite it, it slips out of my fingers and lands on the ground. “Oh no!”

      Trace glances down. But when I blink again, my little cone is perched on top of the big cone. I shake my head, frowning. “Um… what just happened?”

      Trace lifts his eyebrows. “What?”

      “I dropped my ice cream… I think…” Wow, I’m pretty sure I’m not drunk from those beers earlier. What the…?

      “It’s fine.” He gestures at my cone.

      “Yeah. It is.” I stare at it, confused.

      “Eat it before it melts,” he says gently.

      “Er. Right.” This time I’m successful. “Mmmm. So good.”

      “Have I taken your mind off your bad day?”

      I tilt my head. “I had a bad day?”

      He laughs. “Good.”

      I sigh, remembering my messages with Felise Candler earlier. I’ve apparently found my biological father, but I’ve also caused an uproar in the Candler family, and I hate that. That was never what I wanted on this bizarre quest.

      “But it hasn’t gone away.” He studies my face.

      “No. It hasn’t gone away.” I take a bite of my big cone. “I’ll deal with it tomorrow.”

      He smiles. “You’re wearing chocolate cookie crumbs.”

      “I know. Can’t be helped.” It’s not like this is a real first date where I’m trying to make a good impression. Might as well dive in and not worry about the mess. “How did you learn to waltz?”

      “Oh. Uh. I practiced with my sisters when they were graduating.”

      “How many sisters?”

      “Two.”

      I nod. “That’s nice.”

      He grins, and I can see the affection warm his eyes. “They’re okay. Nutty little witches. They’re a lot younger than me, so I kind of feel I need to look out for them.”

      I like that. A lot. After another mouthful of ice cream, I ask, “So… why do you think your real date didn’t show up tonight?”

      He stares at me. “Wait, what? You’re not Garrett and Julie’s friend?”

      “I have no idea who Garrett and Julie are.” I pause and bite my lip. “Are you mad?”

      He shakes his head. “Mad? At you? Jesus.” He rubs his forehead. “Why…?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I needed a drink and company, and since it was already eight thirty, I figured she wasn’t coming so I might as well join you.”

      He barks out a laugh. “Holy shit.” His mouth twitches up into a smile. “You’re really something.”

      “So you’re not mad?”

      “No. I have a feeling my evening turned out a lot better with you than it would have with Amy.”

      “Maybe she knew that.”

      “Probably.” He rolls his eyes. “Garrett and Julie have good intentions, and I don’t know Amy at all, but I have some rough edges. I was a rebellious little shit as a teenager. I suspect Amy’s not… my type.”

      I hold his gaze. “Am I your type?”

      “Didn’t think I had a type,” he mutters.

      I lick my bottom lip, sweeping up crumbs of chocolate. Gah. This man is so hot and looking at me with smoky eyes, and my face is covered in chocolate. “I don’t have a type either.” My voice is husky. “But I like you.”

      “I like you too.”

      Wow, wow, wow. My impulsive decision to sit down with a stranger has turned into… I don’t even know what, but it’s exciting and exhilarating and electrifying. Quivery sensation ripples through me, tiny sparks tingling beneath my skin.

      “I doubt if Amy would have wanted to visit a haunted house at midnight.”

      I grin. “I’m unique.”

      “That you are.”

      “Also, she probably wouldn’t sit in front of you with chocolate smeared all over her face.”

      His slow smile is so sexy. “I could have so much fun, licking that chocolate off your mouth.”

      A warm slide of desire pools low inside me, and I gaze at him, mesmerized. Then I try to shake it off. “Why were you a rebellious little shit?”

      He drops his gaze, and his smile fades. “I lost my whole family when I was sixteen. In a car crash. I had a hard time dealing with it.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry.” I cover his big hand with mine. “I’m sorry I asked.”

      “It’s okay. I was taken in by another family. I’m grateful now, but at the time, I was pissed at the world.”

      Sympathy swells my heart. “That’s understandable. Especially at that age. And it seems you turned out okay.” I’m still impressed with his command over those kids.

      “Yeah. My new family didn’t give up on me, but they didn’t take my shit either.” Trace finishes his cone and wipes his fingers with a paper napkin. “I owe them a lot.”

      I finish my cone too, and we toss our trash into a receptacle and walk down the sidewalk toward Trace’s car.

      “I guess I should take you home,” he says.

      “I guess.”

      Neither of us sound enthusiastic.

      I give him my address and directions, although he knows this neighborhood. “Where do you live?” I ask.

      “On North Damen. Not far.”

      He pulls up in front of my building and has to double park because the narrow, one-way street is lined with cars on both sides. “I’ll walk you in.”

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      He ignores me and jumps out. He walks with me toward my gate, wrought iron between tall red brick pillars that match the facade of the three-story building. The leaves of the trees on the boulevard flutter above us, dappling the moonlight onto the grass and sidewalk. In the quiet, I unlock the gate and pause.

      Trace is close to me, tall and broad. He lifts a hand to my face, cupping it, his thumb brushing the corner of my mouth. We look at each other for a moment laden with attraction, excitement… anticipation. “I had fun tonight.”

      My skin tingles and my lips part. “Me too.”

      “I don’t do relationships.”

      I blink. “No, me either,” I say quickly. “My life’s a little complicated right now.”

      “But we could—”

      A car horn blares.

      Our heads jerk around to see someone stopped behind Trace’s vehicle, which is blocking the street. We look back at each other and laugh.

      “Better go,” he says. But first he lowers his head and kisses me… and his lips on mine feel like magic… like hunger… like a promise of more.

      But he leaves.
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      Dinner with the family on a Wednesday night isn’t usual, but it’s a meal I don’t have to make myself. Not that making meals is hard when you’re a witch. I can conjure a pretty damn fine T-bone steak, if I do say so myself.

      All day I’ve been thinking about last night. About Romy.

      I think a lot about her mouth. How she felt kissing me, how she tasted. She tasted fucking incredible. I think about how much I laughed and the sizzle of awareness between us all evening. My impulsive idea to visit the Granger house at night, which isn’t like me. The pull between us as we danced to imaginary music in a dark, dusty ballroom. And the abrupt ending to our evening.

      I was honest with her. I don’t do relationships. And she was on the same page… She has something going on in her life, something she wanted to be distracted from, and I sure don’t need to take on someone else’s shit. And yet I feel like it’s not over.

      I pull up in front of the Candler home, a big house in Sheridan Park, lucking into a parking spot on the street. I just saw everyone on Sunday, which is when Cassie usually has everyone for dinner, so I’m not sure what this is about. I walk up to the front door and enter without knocking or ringing the bell since I lived here for years.

      Inside I hear faint voices coming from the back of the house, so I head through the kitchen toward the sunroom. I glance around the kitchen. It’s spotless. Hey, what about dinner? I was promised food.

      I pause in the door of the sunroom. Evening sun slants into the room through floor-to-ceiling mullioned windows. I can’t walk into this room without remembering the pane of glass I shattered with a badly hit baseball from the backyard. Joe made me fix it myself, teaching me how to do it.

      Joe and Cassie sit on the wicker love seat, Felise and Magan on nearby chairs. The atmosphere in the room is thick.

      Cassie sees me and jumps up. “Trace! You’re here. Come in. Sit.”

      I take in her pink nose and red eyes. What the hell is going on?

      I look at Felise and Magan, and they wear expressions of apprehension. I lift my brows at Felise as I take a seat. She bites her lip.

      Now I look at Joe and see his tense face. He’s a good-looking, fit guy in his fifties, silver frosting the short beard on his chin and the hair at his temples. Right now his lips are a thin line, and his eyebrows are pulled down over his eyes.

      “What’s going on?” I ask bluntly.

      Cassie sighs. Joe scrubs a hand over his face. He speaks first.

      “You’re part of the family, so we thought you should be involved in this discussion.”

      I’m not really part of the family. But Joe and Cassie raised me after the car crash that killed my parents and my brother. I love them like family. I’d do anything for them.

      Last night I told Romy about my real family dying. I didn’t tell her I killed them. That’s something I keep hidden way deep inside me. I’ve been searching for a way to change the past and get them back ever since I completed my Diploma of Witchcraft at the Academy. Resurrection isn’t possible. Time travel has been possible in very rare cases, but my attempts have been unsuccessful. I’ve even appealed to the Board of Elders for a special dispensation—more than once—but was denied. Much as I’ve tried, I’ve never been able to figure out a way to go back and change that day so my mom and dad and brother could still be alive.

      If only I could do that… I’d feel like my life is worth something.

      But I can’t. It pisses me off, and because of that I’ve basically given up on witchcraft.

      I’ve tried to repay the Candlers for what they’ve done for me by working in the Candler family business, run by Joe, his brothers Chuck and Tony, and their father George. The Candler rules are that before working in the family business, everyone has to go work for another company for five years, so after college I did that. Now I work for Dream Homes Construction.

      I can see so many opportunities to improve the business by modernizing our practices and using new ideas, but they’re all kind of stuck in their ways, and since I’m not really family, I don’t push very hard. It’s frustrating, but I love working there and I love the family.

      Now I suck in a breath, preparing myself to hear that one of them has cancer or some other terminal illness, or they’re selling the house and the business and moving to Florida. Jesus, I can’t lose more family. Sweat breaks out on my forehead and under my arms.

      “Felise has been communicating with a woman,” Joe says slowly, his voice low.

      I frown. My glance slides over to her. She’s still chewing on her bottom lip. For some reason I take Joe’s words to mean she’s in love with another woman. That would be surprising since I’m pretty sure she’s straight, but you never know. But that wouldn’t be enough to have everyone sitting around, looking like they’ve just learned Cassie has a week to live. Especially considering that their cousin Wendell is marrying a man next month.

      “Apparently through DNA testing we’ve learned this woman is related to us,” Joe continues.

      Oh.

      “You took a DNA test?” I ask Felise with a what-the-hell look.

      “Yes. I don’t even know why.” She waves a hand, frowning. “I just… had the idea I should do it. Stop asking me why. I just don’t know.”

      I give her a long look. Felise does tend to do things on a whim, but that’s kind of… random.

      “Okay. So… how is she related?” I look back at Joe. She’s probably a third cousin once removed or something, but honestly, this family is so big, with aunts and uncles and cousins, why would this be so upsetting?

      “I knew her mother,” Joe says, hastily adding, “before I met Cassie.”

      I blink. My jaw slackens. Is he saying what I think he’s saying? “You… knew her.”

      “Yes. Okay, we had a relationship. Let’s just be frank. No good will come of dancing around things.” He squeezes Cassie’s hand, and she grips it tightly, reassuringly. Okay, that’s good. “She’s not… I mean, she wasn’t… a witch. Apparently she passed away just over a year ago. I was young and foolish, and I wanted her to know the truth about who I am.”

      I nod, my thoughts twisting and turning like a washing machine agitator. I get that. This is why relationships with Ruckers—regular humans who have no magical powers—are discouraged. I’m sure telling the woman that he was a witch, a member of the Orb of Night coven, shook her.

      “She… didn’t handle it well,” Joe continues. “She basically accused me of being insane. When I tried to show her I wasn’t, to prove to her who I am, she was terrified. She took off. I could never get ahold of her or find her, even with a spell. Eventually I gave up, figuring it wasn’t meant to be. And…” He meets Cassie’s eyes. “It obviously wasn’t. Because then I met you.”

      They share a few seconds of potent eye contact. I’ve always known these two are crazy about each other. Felise and Magan give them grief about their PDAs, but it’s loving and teasing. I’ve always admired their relationship and the way they’re equal partners in life. This could certainly throw a spanner wrench into their marriage.
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