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Chapter 1

Until We’re Here

Short rows of headstones rose from the earth like quiet sentinels, each one a familiar comfort that told Holly Singer she was home—in the quiet countryside of Quincy, Florida.

“Pull around at an angle so the trunk faces the woods—not the road, or the adjacent lot—so we can change clothes behind the car when we’re done,” Holly said to the driver.

She stepped out of the silver SUV before it had fully stopped, her canvas sneakers crunching against the freshly mowed Bahia grass. The scent of cut greenery mingled with the earthy smell of damp soil and sun-warmed stone. The narrow green strip stood in sharp contrast to the wild tangle of shrubs and untouched forest that bordered the northern edge of the Singer family cemetery. Spanish moss swayed from the limbs of old oaks, and the air buzzed with the low, constant drone of cicadas.

Hollis Singer—Holly, to everyone who knew her after she’d outgrown the stiff formality of her given name—moved with purpose through the lattice of marble, granite, and concrete. Six generations of Singers rested here, along with their spouses and partners. She greeted each grave with a quiet word or a soft smile, pausing longer at the ones that still tugged at her heart.

The first grave she visited was Grandma Julia’s. Holly knelt beside the stone, brushing away a few stray leaves and adjusting the artificial bouquet she’d assembled. The granite was cool beneath her fingers, its surface rough with age and speckled with lichen. Julia had been Grandpa Red’s wife, the mother of Holly’s still-living mother, Marty—and the person with whom Holly had shared the deepest bond, second only to her connection with Marty and her fiancé, Nick. She whispered a greeting, then moved on.

The driver, Nick Sheridan, lingered by the car, stretching his long legs and taking in the quaintness of the rural road with its scattering of red brick ranch homes, wooden farmhouses, and metal sheds, nestled among heavily lived-in mobile homes and brand-new double-wide trailers. It was a world away from the manicured suburbs of Palm Beach, where he’d grown up. Nick slipped two bottles of water into his back pockets and shut the car door. He opened the trunk and unloaded two plastic bins, a folded trash bag, two spray bottles, scrub brushes, and two pairs of gloves before lining the trunk with a plastic drop cloth.

Despite attending one of the poshest and most academically rigorous prep schools in South Florida—the same one Holly had attended, though they were two years apart—Nick was at home doing the kind of work their classmates would have hired someone else to do. The son of a prominent South Florida physician and grandson of a self-made industrial electronics magnate, a retired hockey player, Nick had no problem with physical labor—whether it was hard, gritty, monotonous, or mundane—as long as it wasn’t unsanitary.

Like Holly, who descended from farmers, schoolteachers, housekeepers, carpenters, bus drivers, and dock workers, Nick found dignity in work that required hands and heart. Although Nick and Holly’s experiences were often very different, they saw the world in much the same way. They were kindred spirits. Among the many things the couple had in common was their aversion to germs—an odd but bonding quirk that made them both meticulous, and occasionally comical, in their routines.

Nick handed Holly a pair of gloves before pulling on his own and retrieving the supplies for the arrangements they’d brought—bins of artificial flowers in soft pastels, and bold yellows, oranges, and blues.

Together, they moved from grave to grave, replacing faded plastic bouquets and sun-bleached silk flowers with the new ones they assembled on-site.

The morning sun climbed higher, turning the air thick and hot. Sweat beaded on their brows, and biting gnats hovered in erratic clouds around them. The scent of mildew and sunbaked earth clung to the air, mingling with the faint sweetness of nearby Florida Flame Azaleas, with their wispy blooms of yellow and orange.

One might have expected Holly to reconsider her commitment to nonviolence as she and Nick swatted at the swarming insects. But she didn’t. Her belief in the sanctity of life—every life—ran deep. She thought constantly about mortality: the inevitability and unpredictability of death, the fragility and preciousness of life. It was this awareness that shaped her veganism and her refusal to kill even a gnat if she could avoid it.

Growing up with Southern grandparents who ate everything from opossum and raccoon—“possum” and “coon” among her kin—to squirrels, boiled turtle eggs, and rabbit stew might have influenced Holly’s path to veganism. If not, it was having a Southern father who hunted and had no problem slaughtering the livestock that Holly regarded as “pets” raised on their family land in the backwoods of Georgia where she lived before her parents’ divorce. She’d grown up with far too many stories about ringing chickens’ necks and hogs rounded up for slaughter. Among her relatives, those tales were told and retold almost as often as stories of mysterious superstitions and spirits of the dead returning for unfinished business.

Unlike Grandma Julia, who occasionally referenced spirits and haunts, Grandpa Red had never expressed an opinion about the paranormal. Holly’s mother, Marty, avoided the topic altogether, and Holly herself had never given it much thought. But here, surrounded by the dead, she felt the weight of their presence—not ghostly, exactly, but enduring.

In this garden of familiar dead, Miss Annie’s headstone stood tallest, its edges softened by time. She had been the oldest matriarch of the Singer family buried here, a woman who nurtured with a velvet glove and a spine of steel. Just beside her lay Great Grandpa Frederick Singer, the Singer family patriarch, and his first wife, Sadie. Miss Annie had been Frederick’s second wife—and the last of their generation to pass away.

The oldest living matriarch of the Singer family, however, was Henry Ann Singer, aged ninety-three, who lived just a few miles west on the same land she had shared for seven decades with Grandpa Red’s late brother, Odesta Singer, one of the ten Singer siblings at rest in the family plot.

Nearby, Grandpa Red’s grave bore a bronze plaque dulled by weather but still legible. Holly knelt and gently wiped away the cobwebs and mildew that had collected in the grooves of the fish etched into the plaque—a tribute to his love of fishing. The dates of his life were carved into the stone above, bookending the life of the WWII veteran, schoolteacher, dockworker, father, and grandfather.

Working through stinging sweat and bug bites for half the afternoon, Holly and Nick scrubbed away brown, green, and black grit from every headstone and slab. The scraping of bristles and the crunch of floral foam—trimmed and then pricked with green plastic stems—created a rhythm, melodic and continuous. Occasionally, a breeze stirred the trees, carrying the scent of pine and the faintest trace of southern red cedar from somewhere deeper in the woods.

Nick took a deep breath and let the clean country air fill his lungs. “Ah. This is great.” He cracked the cap on one of the water bottles and handed it to Holly. “Stay hydrated.” He surveyed the cemetery. “I counted about seventy-three graves. You know everyone buried here?”

Holly took a sip. “Most of them. The first time I came was about thirty-five years ago. I was small, so I’m not sure of the exact number, but I don’t believe there were more than fifteen graves here. Just three short rows.”

Nick surveyed the cemetery. “Wow. You lost a lot of family. I’m sorry.”

The floral foam crumbled at the edges as Holly forced it into a vase attached to the headstone. “That’s okay. I miss them, but most of them were already pretty old even then. My grand-uncle Odesta and his stepmother, Annie, lived to ninety-nine and ninety-seven when they passed away, and that was over ten years ago.”

Nick handed her a few stems of plastic greenery. “Odesta Singer—I saw that name on the way here. Same person?”

Holly stood back to inspect the fresh arrangement. The pop of yellow stood in contrast to the polished gray granite. “Yeah. Uncle Odesta was the eldest of my grandfather’s seven brothers. He was a prominent farmer in Gasden County and one of the first African American landowners in the area. The elementary school is named after him.”

A cool gust of wind danced through Nick’s hair, and he smoothed the strands. “Wow. Your family’s part of Gasden County history. How cool it must be to be so connected to your family heritage.”

Holly dropped a bunch of faded plastic into the half-full trash bag and gave it a tug as she moved to the next grave. “It is nice. It keeps me grounded. There’s a plot of land just off the road that’s been in my family since the nineteen-twenties. How about you? Is there somewhere you go to reconnect with family—other than Palm Beach?”

Nick dumped faded flowers from a cement planter. “Nope. I don’t have a lot of family. My father’s grandparents immigrated here from Ireland. They’re buried somewhere in New York. I kind of feel like I need to find out where. Except for my cousin Patrick, we have no close ties to Ireland that I know of. And my mom’s parents were academics. They taught economics in Denmark and moved to the States during World War II. They taught at a few universities out west before retiring in South Florida. They’re buried at Forest Lawn Memorial in Davie, but I can’t remember the last time I visited their graves.”

Eventually, the couple took a break, sitting with their backs resting against the cool granite sides of two headstones. The sun filtered through the trees, casting dappled shadows across the grass. It was quiet except for the hum of insects and the occasional rustle of wind through the leaves.

Nick leaned his head back against the granite and let out a slow breath. “You ever think about how weird it is that we do this?”

Holly glanced over. “Clean the cemetery?”

Nick shook his head. “Walk around unaware of the fact that it’s completely natural for the clock to run out. Until we’re here.”

Holly rubbed a drop of sweat from her nose with her sleeve. “Sitting in a cemetery. Swatting bugs and talking to air, thinking someone no longer living will hear us.”

Nick rubbed his eyebrow with the back of his hand. “No. In the ground, or in an urn on some dusty shelf.”

“Or ashes spread over a mountain or in an ocean,” Holly added. She pointed to the area just east of Grandma Julia’s grave. “See that space over there? That space is Marty’s, and the one next to hers is mine. I guess you could go next to me. But honestly, I don’t want to be buried. I hate caskets more than I hate funerals. Although I worry that if I’m cremated, traces of my remains will get left in the furnace or mixed with someone else. And then I’ll end up tied to the ghostly plane with a stranger.”

Nick picked at a blade of grass. “I believe there’s a rigorous process to prevent cremains from mixing. And, honestly, I don’t know if I believe in ghosts. If I saw one, I would probably shit one of these plastic flowers.” He laughed. “You sure you still want to marry me now that I’ve confessed I’m not as fearless as I might seem?”

Holly leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “Knowing how committed you are to everything you do, if you ever see a ghost, I’m expecting a full floral arrangement.”

Nick shook with laughter, then said, “I want to believe there’s more. But sometimes I think this is it. Just this. And then we’re gone.”

Holly smiled and looked at the slabs to their left and right. “Nick, there are bodies under these slabs. So technically, my loved ones are here. Not their ghosts necessarily, but what actually remains of the people who related to me, who raised me, sent me cards with crisp two-dollar bills on my birthday, put ribbons in my hair for picture day. So I guess I’m talking to echoes of those actions. When I’m here, I feel a collection of all the experiences I shared with them. All at once. Energy. Memory.”

“Do you believe in anything after?” he asked. “Like, really believe?”

She was quiet for a moment. “I believe in legacy. In the way people shape us, even after they’re gone. I believe in the way Grandma Julia’s voice still lives in my head. The way Miss Annie’s stubbornness shows up in my mother. In me.”

Nick nodded slowly. “Maybe that’s why it matters so much. Not because there’s more after—but because there might not be. So we love hard. We show up. We clean graves and arrange fake flowers and whisper to the wind.”

“And we value every living thing. Even if people think that makes us meek, weak, and weird.” Holly smiled. “Miss Annie used to say, ‘Pure intentions and deeds outweigh pissant opinions.’ Which is why I have a lot of unbridled energy going all over the place trying to make even small things better, with little regard to naysayers.”

Nick looked over at her, his expression soft. “You’re kind of amazing, you know that?”

She shrugged. “I guess I’m just trying to make peace with the fact that everything ends.”

He reached for her hand, gloved and dusty. “That’s why we make the middle count.”

“And that starts with getting home in time to finish preparing for our engagement party,” Holly said, squeezing Nick’s hand. “Correction. My love for you is one thing that will never end.”

Nick rested his sticky forehead against Holly’s. “There it is. Cockroaches, Twinkies, plastics, and our love ’til the end of time.”

Holly laughed as they stood and grabbed the plastic bins—now almost empty—and moved to the remaining rows of graves. An hour later, their work was done. They stuffed the last of the ragged flowers they’d removed, and the sun-bleached litter they’d collected throughout the day, into a large black bag, and Nick carried it to the car. Holly followed with the empty bin. They placed both on the plastic drop cloth in the trunk.

Any passersby might have thought they were securing a body and ridding themselves of DNA evidence by the way Nick and Holly wiped down, stripped to their undergarments, and redressed before adding their discarded clothing to a white kitchen bag, which they placed in the trunk as well. Nick took their gloves and dropped them in the back. After wrapping the bin and bags in the large plastic sheet, he gathered the corners and tied them into a knot.

Nick grabbed soap from the hands-free dispenser in the backseat cupholder, scrubbed his hands front and back like his surgeon father had taught him, then rinsed them with water from a repurposed shampoo bottle in the backseat door pocket. Holly did the same, using the bottle on the passenger side, while Nick slid into the driver’s seat.

Hands still dripping and dotted with bubbles the makeshift rinsing station hadn’t fully washed away, Holly returned to Grandma Julia’s grave. She squatted carefully, mindful not to soil her change of clothes, and whispered, “See you soon.”

As they readied themselves for the seven-hour drive back to South Florida, Nick and Holly stole a glance at the transformed cemetery. What had looked drab and forgotten when they arrived was now dotted with splashes of color and touched by love.

As Holly turned her attention to the center console to select an audiobook for the trip home, a shimmer of sunlight danced off Miss Annie’s grave, catching her eye. It felt like a wink—playful, proud, and unmistakably Annie.

The silver SUV rolled slowly down the dirt path, tires crunching over gravel. There was no gate to pass through, only the open stretch of road ahead. As the car pulled away, two orphaned shadows stretched across the green of the Bahia grass—long, still, and unmistakably human.

But no one was there to cast them.


Chapter 2

Nun of Your Business

The silver SUV moved down Federal Highway, weaving through traffic along the busy northern stretch of Fort Lauderdale. The car pulled into the half-empty parking lot of Bonita Isles, a trendy, family-style restaurant famous for its regular and non-dairy mozzarella sticks and milkshakes.

“I don’t love patronizing places like this. The food is so bad for you,” said Holly.

“You promised your mom. She’s already upset that we didn’t take her with us to Quincy.”

“I know. But we needed to make a quick trip. With her kidney issues, she has to stay hydrated. I can’t ask her to do that knowing we didn’t have time to make frequent stops for her to go to the restroom.” Holly looked at her watch. “We’re still running late as it is.”

Nick checked an app on his phone. “Well, our order should be ready in a few minutes. Let’s head in. If we stare them down, maybe they’ll speed up.”

With a small wad of paper, Nick opened and held the door for Holly as the two entered the restaurant and approached the host.

“We’re here for takeout.”

The host gave the couple a big smile. “Good afternoon. It’s right to your left,” he said, pointing to a counter with a few benches for guests waiting for a table or for order pickup.

The couple approached the counter. The young woman behind it seemed to melt under the warmth of Nick’s handsome smile.

“Here to pick up an order for Sheridan,” Nick said.

The young woman stammered. “It’s almost ready. We’re out of peach sorbet. Can we substitute it for something else, or do you want to leave it out or remove the smoothie from your order?” Her face reddened.

Nick looked at Holly, who was making a show of studying the collage of photos on the wall to avoid sitting on the well-worn bench beneath them.

“Could you add extra mango?” Holly asked.

“Sure,” the young woman replied. “Your order will be ready in a couple of minutes. I’ll leave the vegan mozzarella sticks in the warmer until then.”

“Sounds good. Thank you.” Nick smiled at the young woman.

Holly glanced over at the young woman’s pink face and gave her a knowing smile. Nick was gorgeous and seemed to have that effect on a lot of people.

Nick’s phone buzzed. He grimaced at the screen. “Now, my mom wants a salad and fries.” Nick tapped furiously on his phone and turned back to the woman at the counter. “I just added the Isla Bonita salad and large fries to our order.”

The woman looked at her order screen. “I see it. And thank you for the generous tip.” She smiled.

Nick grinned and headed to the waiting area. Also having no intention of sitting on the well-used, weathered bench, he stood next to Holly and scanned the photos and flair adorning the festive wall of Bonita Isles patrons’ and staff memorabilia.

Nick shivered. “Good grief. Why is it so cold in here?”

“Maybe it’s this spot?” Holly looked at the floor-to-ceiling window and the vent above it. “The sun sort of beats on this window. Maybe the vent keeps this waiting area from getting hot.” She shrugged.

“It does get chilly in here from time to time,” a friendly voice said.

Nick and Holly turned to see a short woman with fluffy white hair, a thick knit sweater, a knee-length skirt, and very sensible plain flats.

“Oh, excuse us. We’re sorry. Would you like to sit?” Nick gently pulled Holly closer to him, clearing the space in front of the bench.

“Thank you,” the woman said, taking a seat. “Waiting for your order?”

“Yes,” said Holly, smiling at her.

“Their meals are quite good and reasonable,” the white-haired woman said.

“My mom loves the smoothies and mozzarella sticks,” Holly told her.

“I do too. One can hardly tell the nondairy versions aren’t the real thing,” the woman smiled, resting her folded hands on the purse in her lap. “I’m Sister Mary Agnes.”

Nick raised his eyebrows. “You’re a nun?”

The woman smiled warmly and nodded.

“This is my fiancée, Holly, and I’m Nick. Pleasure to meet you.” Nick turned to Holly. “I don’t know if you caught that, but it’s going to be a few more minutes. My mom wanted something too. If we get there any later, they may have all the party bags done without us,” he said.

“Probably. My mom really enjoys organizing things. When she retired, she took a temp job making brochure packets for a high-end developer in Delray. They ended up hiring her permanently. She was there until the last phase sold,” Holly told Nick.

“My mom was barred from touring houses at a high-end developer in Delray. The things you and I have in common.” Nick laughed.

Holly continued to scan the wall of photos. “Something we don’t have in common is how calm you are about tomorrow night.”

“Oh, it’s going to be a glorious three-ring circus.” Nick rubbed Holly’s shivering arms. “I actually wanted to join the circus when I was a kid. I wanted to be a ringmaster. Then there was the whole controversy about animal treatment.”

Holly squeezed Nick’s hands. “How youthful dreams get dashed. I considered becoming a nun.”

“Then there was that whole church controversy,” Nick said without thinking.

Holly looked up at him, eyes wide, and sputtered out a rapid succession of sentences to sweep away what Nick had just said in front of the sister. “It was when I was in college. I was feeling drawn to a lot of things. Volunteerism. Art. Film. Medicine. Music. Teaching.” Holly looked at the nun and smiled. “I really wanted to commit myself to doing good, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave some of the temptations of the secular world behind.”

Mary Agnes looked at Nick and grinned.

“No, believe it or not, it was dancing. Ballet specifically, but I didn’t have the turnout or arches to dance professionally. But clubbing was another story. My work-study manager used to call me Queen Dragonfly. The Dragonfly was the club that my friends and I closed practically every night one summer.” Holly suddenly remembered she was talking to a nun, and her hands flew over her mouth.

Nick shook his head and pulled Holly’s hand from her face. “It’s not like you said you were pole dancing. Which she wasn’t. Not to be judgmental. We all have a path.” Nick immediately placed Holly’s hand over his own mouth.

Mary Agnes laughed.

“Which church do you call home, Sister?” Holly asked, chuckling.

“Saint Coleman’s.”

“Right up the street. I used to attend Saint Ambrose,” Nick said.

Holly looked at Nick, surprised. “I did too.”

“You’re not Catholic,” he said.

Holly rubbed her biceps for warmth. “No, but I enjoy Catholic service. It feels more grounding to me than the Protestant services I used to attend. More tied to centuries of tradition and ritual.”

Nick considered this. “What’s more traditional than a good Southern Sunday hat? I went to a Baptist service with a college roommate. It was a pageant of headwear.”

“I’ve got some pictures to show you.” Holly laughed. “Not of me, but of my Aunt Henry Ann.” She smiled at Mary Agnes. “Habits are nice too.”

“Yes. They are.” The nun smiled.

Nick and Holly moved closer together for warmth. Holly wrapped an arm around Nick. “Now I see why you have that sweater. You came prepared. So what do you do at Saint Coleman’s? Do you have a special area of focus in your service? Do you call it service?”

“I do. Well, I did. Sunday school was where my calling first took me, and then that extended into youth outreach.”

Holly smiled. “I think I might like to revisit teaching, or maybe outreach of some kind. I was a substitute teacher in grad school, and I’ve just reactivated my profile with priority for special education. We’ll see how it goes, but post-COVID, I’m nervous about being in the classroom. Nick and I both have older parents.”

Nick tapped Holly on the shoulder. “Check this out.” He pointed to a photo on the wall of memorabilia—a faded picture with a rosary tacked to the corner. “Sister, is this you?”

Mary Agnes stood and leaned closer to get a better look. “Yes. It is. I used to head a program for troubled youth. We brought each graduating class here to celebrate when they successfully completed the program. That’s me and a young man named Ernest. He was a handful when I met him. Thought I was going to have to take my paddle to his bottom a few times. We went toe-to-toe that whole summer, but we eventually saw eye-to-eye instead. He went on to be a defensive tackle at the University of Miami. Finally, I believe he became a dentist. Lovely young man—he taught me a lot about patience and self-reflection. That summer, I was his student as much as he was mine.” Mary Agnes smiled and turned to see Nick and Holly smiling back.

Holly looked down to see that she and Nick had inched within a hair of the petite nun. “You’ve found the warm spot.” Holly smiled.

“Or maybe it’s just that heartwarming story,” Nick said. “That sounded way less cheesy in my head.” He leaned closer to the photo and moved the rosary aside to get a better look at the smiling faces. “This guy looks familiar. Is this your rosary, Sister?”

Mary Agnes nodded. “Yes. I gave it to the owner of this franchise. Business slowed during the Great Recession, and at one point he thought he might have to close down. I gave him that rosary to remind him to keep faith. He’d done so much good for the community. He wouldn’t let us pay a penny for the graduation celebrations. He kept faith and did right by his employees, even when lending dried up and he had to sell personal assets at a loss to make payroll. This location is one of the last Bonita Isles, and it’s still going strong.”

“My mom and I did our part. This was our favorite lunchtime spot before we got a little more health conscious.” Holly glanced over at the takeout counter. “Speaking of cheesy, it looks like our order’s ready.”

“You’re all set,” said the young woman at the counter.

Holly whispered, “I bet her phone number’s in one of those bags.”

“Aw. I hope not.” Nick bounded to the counter.

“I’m sure many young ladies like your fella. Well, he’s committed to you. I can tell these things,” Mary Agnes said.

“I’m not sure of most things, but of that I am. Thank you for confirming, Sister. These days, reassurances are always nice to have.”

“Well, I can also assure you that if you haven’t found it yet, you’ll discover your ordained way to do good. Your fiancé, too,” Mary Agnes said.

“That’s something we both need to hear. We’re in the middle of planning our wedding, and tomorrow’s our engagement party, and we’re so behind because we’ve been doing a thousand other things. We’re restless and exhausted. Overactive sense of responsibility, I guess. Or maybe adult attention deficit disorder.” Holly smiled. “I’m playing that off with a joke because I realize how self-important that could sound. Believing in our own unique purpose is so this decade.”

“What’s that?” Nick returned holding several bags and a gift card. “This is for you, Sister. It should get you through a season or two of Isla Rainbow smoothies and mozzarella sticks.”

“Thank you, Nick. I will put this to good use,” said Mary Agnes. “I was just telling Holly that you two will find your unique purpose. Or more accurately, it will find you.”

“Sister, we can keep you company until your order is ready,” Holly said.

“You two are practically frozen solid. You go on your way and get things lined up for that engagement party. I’ll be fine. I’m a regular here,” Mary Agnes said, smiling.


Chapter 3

Pop the Question, Dodge a Bullet

Twenty-four hours later, the couple was flanked on both sides. Recently reunited classmates, Nicholas Adam Sheridan, Jr. and Hollis May Singer, were concerned that their four-week wedding engagement was too short, but as Nick’s seventy-year-old mother, Dottie Sheridan, slurred and swayed her way through what had turned into a ten-minute toast, the couple wished their engagement was at least ten minutes shorter. Dottie’s outburst—and the fact that the air conditioning seemed to be on arctic blast—set the stage for a wonderfully uncomfortable evening. The couple had debated whether the waitstaff had been pulled aside and briefed to expect a lively affair once management realized the engagement party was equally divided between Irish American social climbers from Palm Beach and African American elitists from the Deep South.

Nearly twenty close friends and family sat around the long dining table, sipping cocktails and biting their tongues. Holly’s mother, Marty May Singer, watched through a salty side-eye while wine sloshed onto the white tablecloth and nearby dinner guests as Dottie Sheridan used her drinking hand to yank the shoulder strap of her hiked-up cocktail dress back onto her sun-spotted shoulder.

“Doesn’t Holly look pretty with her bottle-red hair, Tiger Woods Chiclets, and that surgically enhanced button nose? I’d kill for teeth like that.”

Nick chuckled. “Only part of that compliment that’s true is the hair color. Holly got it from her grandfather.”

“But yeah—we both have some pretty big grills,” Holly added, grinning.

Nick flashed all thirty-two teeth in agreement, proving Holly’s point.

Dottie scanned the grinning faces, then rolled her heavily made-up eyes at her son. “Anyway… Nick did well. After those yoga-pants-wearing hockey groupies he dated in the NHL, my baby boy’s finally settling down with a humble girl. Look at her—just as high-strung, germophobic, and underachieving as he is.”

“Now wait a damn minute!” Marty May Singer snapped, already halfway out of her chair.

It became a silent contest to see which of the “high-strung, germophobic underachievers” would try to break the tension first. Holly smiled, ready to deliver a sweet, defusing line—until Nick squeezed her hand.

“I don’t think you want to get caught in the middle of this,” he whispered. “Let’s see where it goes.”

Holly froze. A flicker of light danced across the room. She glanced up, expecting a faulty bulb—but the art deco ceiling was dark and still.

There it was again. A flash—closer this time. Just in front of the wall.

Sweat prickled her underarms. She pushed her cocktail aside. She and Nick didn’t drink.

The flicker returned. For a split second, she saw a face. Then two. One with a torso. Her stomach turned. She hadn’t seen anything like this since her grandfather’s funeral, when the lights in the chapel had pulsed in time with the organ music.

Dottie’s wine sloshed onto Holly’s arm.

“Look at that plastic smile,” Dottie slurred. “Holly, you know what I’m talking about. Don’t play coy. One of the diamonds on that ring made the journey from Ireland a hundred years ago. The only thing of value the Sheridan clan had when they immigrated was on Kathleen Sheridan’s finger. A priceless family heirloom that has been chop shopped and ruined. Truth be told, it should have gone back to Ireland to Nick’s cousin Patrick. He’s the oldest great-grand, anyway. Great-Grandmother Kathleen wanted the whole ring passed down, but Princess Holly wanted something new, and my pushover son gave in. Hence, a custom ring and the new house…”

Normally, Nick would have been fiercely defending his fiancée, but he was distracted. Nick had seen it too—the intermittent flickering in an unlit corner.

When Dottie repeated “engagement ring,” Holly lowered her left hand. The watch her mother had gifted her earlier slid down her wrist as she glanced at the band of silver and melee diamonds.

Holly wasn’t a fan of expensive jewelry. She hadn’t even wanted a ring. The money people spent on things like that could solve world hunger. She appreciated the gesture and the Sheridan tradition, but she didn’t want to wear Great-Grandmother Sheridan’s ring. Nick had compromised—one gem from the heirloom, added to a new setting.

Truth was, Holly’s germophobia and unease with the paranormal, despite her comfort with the Singer family cemetery, made her avoid anything previously owned. She lived only in new construction. Never thrifted. Never antiqued. The silver watch was the exception—passed down from her grandmother and her great-grandmother, Miss Annie Singer. Holly had fond memories of both, but Miss Annie’s were the most vivid. She’d lived into her nineties and had only died a decade ago, while Grandma Julia had been gone for thirty years. Holly was touched to have something from both women.

Dottie paused to inspect several linen napkins before smoothing one over her lap. “It’s too damn cold in here.”

“You should’ve worn more than a nightie,” Marty muttered.

Dottie narrowed her eyes, sizing up Marty like she was calculating whether she could take her in a fight. Marty looked ready for a good dust-up. Dottie pivoted to a sparring partner she could win against.

“Nick, how much did you pay for that ring? And how much did it cost to add your great-grandmother’s diamond? Didn’t pay enough to get it sized correctly, though? Still, it’s more tasteful than that cheap-ass watch from Holly’s great-grandmother.”

Marty’s fork clanged against her plate. “It’s a Bulova, hooker!”

A dapper, salt-and-peppered man cut in smoothly. “I’ll take it from here, Marty. What Dottie is ineloquently trying to say is that these two wonderfully energetic and kind souls are lucky to have found each other. We’re honored to celebrate them.”

Dottie’s glare bypassed her ex-husband, Dr. Nicolas Sheridan, Sr., and landed squarely on the busty chest of his new wife. The new Mrs. Sheridan smiled sweetly.

“Congratulations, Holly and Nicky,” she said. “We couldn’t be happier for you.”

“Oh hell yes we could!” Dottie barked. “And who asked you, Jesssssssssheee? Or is it Jezebel? Nobody needs all of you ganging up on me when I’m just trying to say that even though they threw away their hundred-thousand-dollar educations—”

Dottie spun in place, trying to locate her son. When she found him, she leaned forward to look past him at Holly.

“—to play hockey or get a degree in Performance Studies—whatever the hell that is—it’s no wonder these two high-strung, sappy wusses found their way back to each other. The universe brought them together to save everyone else from their relentlessly exhausting cheerfulness.”

She flashed a fake smile, then dropped it into a sneer.

“Oh my,” a nearby waiter muttered. He gave Holly an apologetic smile.

“It’s fine,” Holly whispered. “Could you ask them to turn the air down, please?”

The server nodded.

Nick winked at him. “We usually charge admission for family get-togethers.”

Nick scanned the room and spotted the maître d’ standing at attention.

“Excuse me, folks,” he said, rising. “I’m going to check on the thermostat and the first course. I’ll be right back.”

He kissed Holly’s forehead and made his way to the head server.

“You assured me Mrs. Sheridan wouldn’t be served,” he said quietly.

“She hasn’t been,” the woman replied. “But we believe she may have brought her own refreshments.”

Nick sighed. “Of course she did.”

“The appetizers have arrived. Perhaps some food will help recenter madam.”

“It’d be a first. Unless you meant center of attention—she’s got that covered. Thank you again. And please thank Courtney. We couldn’t have pulled this off without her.”

The woman nodded. “It is our pleasure. And Sir—madam wasn’t wrong. You and your fiancée are delightfully cheerful.”

“The night’s still young. Oh—and anything you can do about the AC?”

“I shut it off a few minutes ago. Maintenance is on it. We apologize. This room is usually a pleasant seventy-eight degrees.”

Nick smiled and returned to the table.

By then, his mother was locked in a staring contest with a server trying to set down a plate of finely sliced mozzarella under a blanket of marinara and fresh basil.

Dottie bent at the waist and sniffed the dish. “This is good—considering it’s vegan. You know these two would have to have some BS sustainably farmed, cruelty-free menu.”

Despite the complaint, she took another bite. But even delicious food couldn’t keep Dottie occupied for long.

As she leaned forward to keep sauce from dripping onto her white dress, she refocused on Jessie.

“Oh, don’t worry. I may be flat-chested, but at least I can lean over like this without my puppies falling out of my dress.”

She leaned farther—until she lost her balance and face-planted into her appetizer.

“Damn it! I blew half this month’s alimony on this outfit!”

“C’mon, Mom,” Nick said, standing to help her upright.

Holly grabbed napkins from outstretched hands and dabbed Dottie’s face and dress.

As marinara oozed down Dottie’s chin, Marty adjusted the sideburns of her pixie wig.

“The Lord does not like ugly,” she whispered to the woman beside her.

“No, He does not,” the woman replied, raising her glass. “Dottie, if I didn’t know better, I’d say you’ve gotten into some of that tainted cannabis they’ve been talking about on the news.”

A flicker of guilt crossed Dottie’s face. “I don’t smoke weed!”

Holly kept dabbing, her eyes darting between the marinara stains and the flickering light across the room. The shadows were more insistent now. Was that a face again?

At the table, another squabble was brewing.

“Nobody said smoke,” the woman teased. “I know how you like to snack.”

Nick Sr. smirked. “You better hope you didn’t get one of those Candeds—those edibles that’ve been putting people in the hospital. They’re saying it’s some kind of synthetic contamination.”

“Dad!” Nick groaned. “I think we all need to settle down.”

“Some of us more than others,” Holly’s stepmother added from the Singer side of the table, which had been quietly observing—until now.

Dottie swelled with indignation, snatched the napkins from Holly, and stumbled toward the dining room exit.

“Do not follow me!” she shouted, so violently that Holly and Nick froze where they sat.

“I need a minute to feel my feelings!”

And with that, Dottie darted out of the room at breakneck speed.

“I see where you got your athletic ability,” Holly said to Nick as they unrooted themselves from the table and their half-eaten appetizers.

As he reached the exit, Nick called back to the guests, “Please enjoy the first intermission. The waitstaff will be in shortly with the entrées.”

The head waiter met him at the door. “Is there anything you need, Mr. Sheridan?”

“Yes. Hop in a time machine and advise me to elope before Holly meets my family.”

The waiter suppressed a laugh. When Nick stepped through the doors, Holly had already disappeared in pursuit of her soon-to-be monster-in-law.

*  *  *

As Holly reached the lobby, she remembered how chummy Dottie had become with the young man who sold her the now–marinara-streaked dress. Her first stop: the hotel boutique.

The scent of expensive parfum welcomed her into the impeccably merchandised showroom, but the awkward exchange at the counter stopped her in her tracks.

“I thought Billy Reed wouldn’t mind expanding his business to new clientele,” a male voice said, pleading.

A head of flawlessly styled hair shook furiously as the woman behind it berated the young salesclerk. “This hotel’s guests are hardly Billy Reed’s target clientele!”

The yelling died down. Holly couldn’t hear the rest of what the brunette was saying, but the effect was clear: each clipped whisper shrank the poor kid inch by inch.

Holly waited until the scolding ended before approaching. When the woman turned, Holly blinked in surprise.

It was Courtney—the Head of Events at the hotel. The same soft-featured woman who had helped her and Nick pull together this engagement party with practically no lead time. In an instant, the sneer vanished, replaced by a pageant-ready smile.

“Miss Singer! So happy to see you. How’s your event?” Courtney purred, her voice a mix of enthusiasm and concern.

“It’s going well, thanks. Just a slight wardrobe mishap.” Holly turned to the red-faced clerk. “Hi, Brady. I thought maybe Dottie came here to buy another dress.”

It took a moment for Brady to find his voice. When he did, it cracked. “No. I haven’t seen her since she stopped by about an hour ago.” His eyes flicked to Courtney, then dropped to the floor. “You could try the alley.”

“The alley?” Holly asked, frowning.

Courtney’s smile faltered.

“Yeah. Wait. No. Uh—maybe the ladies’ room,” Brady corrected quickly. “If she needs another dress, I can help find her size.”

Holly twisted the loose engagement ring around her finger. “That would be great. She wears a two. You know what she likes. Besides, anything without food stains will be an improvement. Oh, and I just left the restroom and didn’t see her. I’ll try the alley. It’s not the strangest place I’ve found Dottie.” Holly smiled, trying to ease the tension. “I’ll be back to get the dress shortly. Thanks, Brady.”

Holly turned toward the hallway that led to the service exit. As she stepped out of the boutique, Courtney reengaged Brady—this time more sharply than before.

“Somebody needs yoga,” Holly muttered under her breath, “or a full-strength mood stabilizer.”

She pushed through the exit doors and into the narrow alley between the hotel and a tower of high-rises. The air was thick with the smell of garbage and something chemical. Holly wrinkled her nose and kept moving down the grungy street shoehorned into the middle of the popular section of downtown Fort Lauderdale.

*  *  *

A second later, Nick was in the lobby of the trendy Miami hotel, just a few yards from the engagement party that continued without him—or his fiancée. He scanned the space from the entrance to the elevators. No sign of Holly. No sign of his mother.

He made a beeline for the reservation desk.

“I’m looking for my mother and fiancée. Did you see two women just leave the private dining room?”

The concierge straightened. “Good evening, sir. Yes—if you mean madam with the colorful language. I directed her to the ladies’ room to attend to her dress, but she stormed off toward the boutique and then down the service corridor. I’m not certain where she went after that.”

Nick exhaled through his nose. “Figures.”

The concierge continued, “I believe the younger woman went to the boutique to get madam something else to wear.”

Nick glanced across the lobby. Inside the boutique, a red-faced teen stood in a cloud of steam, shakily raking a garment steamer over a dress. His eyes darted nervously around the empty store.

Nick turned back to the concierge. “And the younger woman—did she go down the service corridor? I don’t see her in the boutique.” He caught himself and offered a quick smile. “Forgive my manners. It’s been a night. Good evening to you, as well.”

The concierge returned the smile. “Thank you, sir. Unfortunately, I didn’t see where the younger woman went. Would you like me to contact house security? Madam hasn’t returned, and the service corridor’s only exit leads to the alley—which, I’m afraid, isn’t the safest place. There have been several assaults in recent weeks.”

Nick’s color drained. “Yes. Please do. Just to be safe. Could you ask them to meet me out back? I’m going to check the alley.”

“Right away, sir.”

*  *  *

Outside the hotel, Holly tried to ignore the sights and smells of the dank alley. The last time she’d taken her eyes off the ground, she’d seen Dottie disappear behind a mountain of garbage bags and roped stacks of cardboard.

For a moment, it was quiet—just the hum of a distant air conditioner and the soft buzz of a streetlamp. Almost peaceful.

Then the door clicked shut behind her.

Muttering to herself, Holly dodged murky puddles and lumpy piles of refuse. The alley was a horror show of soggy trash, chemical stench, and skittering critters. She was so focused on not stepping in anything that she didn’t hear the hotel door creak open—or the unmistakable click of a gun’s safety being switched off.

The air shifted. Slowly, almost imperceptibly, a haze began to rise. A thin mist curled above the pavement, and the temperature dropped like a trapdoor opening beneath her. The cold didn’t feel right—not for South Florida, not for the South Pole.

Holly rubbed her arms. Every hair on her body stood on end.

Her breath caught.

One beat.

Two.

The alley held its breath with her.

Then—squish.

Something unpleasant gave way beneath her heel.

“These shoes are not going back in the car,” she muttered, hopping over a soggy tangle of what might’ve once been a towel.

She spotted Dottie just ahead, handing a cologne-drenched man a wad of bills. Holly’s eyes watered—either from the man’s scent or the garbage—but she forced herself forward. As she crept closer, she saw the man pass Dottie a small bag, which Dottie promptly shoved into her bra.

“What the hell, Dottie?” Holly whispered.

Two cracks split the air like lightning.

The man jerked sideways. Dottie’s stilettos seemed to levitate before she spun and crashed backward into the trash heap. A second shot hit the man’s torso. He staggered—then slammed into Holly as he fled.

Everything slowed. The alley dimmed. Cold wrapped around her like a shroud.

Another shot. Muzzle flash. Holly braced for pain—but none came. She collapsed, paralyzed. Her limbs wouldn’t move. Her body felt like it belonged to someone else—heavy, distant, unresponsive. She wasn’t sure if she was breathing.

She lay there, unsure how much time had passed.

Then—a hand brushed her cheek. Impossibly gentle. Impossibly cold.

A familiar voice followed.

“We’re alone now,” said Miss Annie. “You can get up.”


Chapter 4

The Incredible Edibles

When she opened her eyes, Holly saw Annie Singer, looking much as she had the last time Holly visited her in Annie’s garden—ten years prior.

“Don’t dawdle, dear,” said a second voice. It belonged to a face that was vaguely familiar. Holly recalled seeing the slender woman in the old sepia-toned photos in the Sheridan family album, but this time Kathleen Sheridan was three-dimensional.

The sight of the long-dead women disturbed her far less than the fact that she was sitting on the ground in a filthy alley. Holly winced as she peeled away the sticky wrapper sealed to the back of her forearm, trying to steady herself. Then she looked up at her great-grandmother.

Annie pressed her palms to the sides of her own head, where the bullets would have entered had the shots been fired at her instead of Holly. The spot on Annie’s head glowed, and a spent bullet emerged, dropping to the ground with a soft clunk. The gouge on her temple faded.
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