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      There should always be fine liquor on hand, you never know when a gentleman might want some.  You never know when you might need some yourself.

      

      “Bailey Ann Mayfair, when are you going to marry me?”

      Bailey spun around on the street, looking for the voice that was a pure blast from her past. The sound was both sweet and spun with regret. She peered into a wind that felt far more bitter than it should have, but that was likely just her mood.

      He’d asked that same question of her more than once before. He’d asked it in jest and in full sincerity. And now he was asking on the street of Breathless, Georgia, where anyone could hear. But Bailey Ann hadn’t seen him in at least five years.

      Her eyes searched the street until she landed on him. She didn’t recognize him by sight, but she knew just by feel that the broad-shouldered form standing down the street was Finn Malloy. Her face lit up; she could feel it. “Finn! I didn’t know you were in town.”

      She fought the urge to run and throw herself into his arms, to sink there and let him lift away all the world. But she was out in public, so she couldn’t do it. She’d also answered that same question in the negative before—a good indicator that he wasn’t going to take kindly to her using him as a crying shoulder if she tried it.

      He walked closer, the straight nose and bright eyes so familiar. The broad mouth almost smiling, but not quite. Typical black Irish coloring marked him. His hair was so dark as to be inky, his eyes blue enough to be startling. She’d once told herself she couldn’t marry a man with prettier eyes than her own.

      Even in his twenties, he’d been slim but cut. Something had happened, and he now filled out that suit he was wearing. She blinked. “You’re wearing a suit.”

      “Yeah,” his mouth got closer to smiling, but still didn’t quite achieve it. “I do that. I wear a suit.”

      She only nodded, because what else could she say? That she didn’t think he’d been the type? That she’d never seen him in one before? Weren’t jeans more his style? It all sounded vaguely insulting and she’d been carefully taught to never insult someone unless she meant it. Tears pushed at the back of her eyes, and Bailey fought them back. “Are you doing something specific here?”

      Breathless wasn’t the kind of place a person visited without a purpose. It was full of families and homes and schools. The shops were cute, the diner was full-scale Southern with a capital S, and the main street was named “Main” and lined with the basic stores with pretty lettering, but it wasn’t a tourist town.

      “I’m taking care of my parents’ house,” he finally answered her, the words not quite sinking in.

      “Oh, did they move out? Somewhere flatter?” She was thinking of old knees and all the stairs in the house. It was a kind way of asking if they’d been moved to a nursing home, or more, when she noticed he was looking at her oddly.

      “No. The house is all that’s left. They died in a car accident about a year ago.”

      “What?” She stopped cold. “They . . .” She couldn’t bring herself to say it. She’d had no idea. How had she had no idea?

      Finn nodded solemnly. “Single car. They went into the big tree over on Kellar, but neither of them made it.”

      “Oh, my God, Finn, I’m so sorry.” Truly, she was. But she was just as sorry that she hadn’t known. That she hadn’t come back and attended their funerals. Mrs. Malloy had no more approved of Bailey being her son’s girlfriend than Bailey’s own mother had approved of “that immigrant boy.” Still, it didn’t seem right to not attend. It was worse to not have known.

      He just nodded. “After your mother passed, I figured you probably weren’t getting the news.” He shoved his hands in his pockets, the conversation awfully awkward for two people who’d had some of the most amazing sex she’d known existed. For someone who’d asked her to marry him on multiple occasions.

      This time, he was the better person and bridged the silence for them. “When is the service for your father?”

      Just being asked, just having to think about it again pushed the tears forward. “Saturday morning at the church.” She took a beat before she realized she wasn’t being clear. “Our church, First Methodist on South Main. We’ll have a reception at the house afterward.”

      He nodded again. Though she hadn’t gotten the news about an accident with both his parents, and though she had family and friends in town at the time, somehow Finn—with no family left around town—had heard about her father passing within just a few days.

      She stepped in. “Are you planning to attend?”

      It was all so formal and stilted, she thought. This was Finn. Finn Malloy who’d sat behind her in seventh grade English class. Mayfair. Malloy. They’d been placed next to each other that whole year and the next, too. Finn Malloy, the boy she’d accepted a shy request for a date from. Finn who she’d lost her virginity to before heading off to college. Bailey Ann pushed her hands down into her pockets.

      “Am I invited?”

      It was a silly question and he probably knew that. Of course, he was invited. The whole town was. Breathless wasn’t that big. People who’d known Con Mayfair would simply show up at the church and many, if not most, would follow Bailey Ann and her sisters back to the house. “Of course, you’re invited, Finn.”

      “He didn’t like me all that much.”

      “He didn’t like anyone I dated,” she retorted quickly to put Finn at ease, but realized quickly that her offhand remark bore a disturbing resemblance to the truth. She covered it with a smile and a straighter spine.

      Finn graciously changed the topic. “Are your sisters coming in?”

      “I don’t know if you heard, but Harper Rose lost her husband about six months back.” She didn’t add that it was a big fat mess and her little sister had slowly been learning that her husband had no money, they didn’t own the house, and he appeared to have no real job. “She’s got three little girls to bring with her.”

      Harper Rose followed in the family footsteps but had her kids much closer together than their parents had. Bailey Ann had yet to find the man to make her a wife. So here she was at thirty-four, talking to Finn Malloy who was gracious enough not to ask if she was still single. She was so boringly single that she’d quit her job and dropped everything to come home when her Daddy called her. She didn’t want to dwell on that. “Emma Kate should be in soon, too, but she’s working on getting her classes squared away.”

      At least, Bailey Ann hoped she was. Somehow, she was now the de facto head of this little family of sisters.

      “Well, I’m here if you need me.” He had his hands still in his pockets but gestured with the flaps of his coat. “It was good to see you, Bailey Ann. It always is.”

      With that, he turned and walked down the street away from her as she watched. From behind, the wool coat covered the suit that had been a surprise. She saw now that he had on polished shoes and his haircut had been far more expensive than the ones he’d had in school. When she’d known him, he’d been a jeans and t-shirt kind of guy.

      When they’d dated, he’d been creative—picnics, hikes, drives out of town. Only rarely did he take her to the movies and even less often to dinner. In the beginning, she’d thought it was just Finn. When he wore the same pair of slacks the second time they’d gone out somewhere nice, she’d started to get a clue. Later, when she’d been in his house, she’d understood.

      The Malloys didn’t have the extra money for those things. They weren’t poor per se, but it seemed they’d spent all their money on the house on Sparrow Road. Their son was in a good neighborhood of a small town, and he was getting a good education at the public school, but they weren’t eating steak every week. They weren’t getting the threadbare carpets replaced or the front door painted. And Finn wasn’t giving her the impression that one day he’d wear wingtips with his perfectly cut suit and fine wool coat.

      Then again, he’d always been a surprise.

      Bailey found her first smile that day and headed further down the street away from Finn. Toward the corner pizza shop to get a slice and a coke. She needed it. The bad-for-you lunch would provide three of the four food groups—salt, sugar, and grease. She could get the fourth—alcohol—when she got home. She’d decided she was going to open the decanter to Daddy’s whiskey and take her first drink of it.

      Not that she hadn’t had whiskey before, but Daddy had never let her drink in front of him, and he’d never let her have even a sip of the stash he kept at the house. Today, she might need the whole bottle. She had a funeral to plan and a man to get off her mind.
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      Bailey Ann drove to the airport for the second time in three days. It was morbid, but she thought of her Daddy lying in the morgue, waiting on them to have his funeral. She’d gone into Atlanta both times, since both her sisters weren’t willing to pony up the extra cash to fly to a smaller airport closer to Breathless.

      Harper Rose was coming in with all three girls—not about to leave any of her children behind after they’d lost first their grandmother, then their father, and now their grandfather. Bailey understood. On the other hand, Emma Kate was just in her twenties and still in school. She was burning through her school money and her student loans. Flights were expensive last minute, and though they’d all known Daddy was going downhill, they hadn’t expected it now.

      As she took one of the many turns into the Atlanta airport, she maneuvered the lanes like a pro. Her brain was in other places. Wondering how Emma Kate was doing out at UCLA. If her sister was finally staying on track now. Bailey Ann couldn’t imagine how her youngest sister was taking this. Emma Kate didn’t take much of anything well. While they’d all been Daddy’s girls to an extent, Emma was the youngest. She also hadn’t been home much this last year, hadn’t seen how Daddy had just emotionally disintegrated without Mama. Bailey’s arrival had made the household run smoother, but it hadn’t changed anything for how he felt.

      He’d gotten the flu, which hadn’t really worried anyone. Then it had become pneumonia, which had. Then he was gone. That was it. Bailey Ann turned her thoughts with the car’s wheel and started looking for her sister at the pick-up curb.

      She tried to stop thinking about Finn Malloy and whether he’d show up or not. She tried not to think about the last time she’d run into him and whether or not they could call it a one-night stand since they’d gone together for over a year in high school.

      The hand waving emphatically caught her eye and she looked up. It could have been anyone, but it was Emma Kate. She knew her own sister. Bailey inched the car forward trying to get into a closer pickup space. Her little sis walked the last few feet, a bright smile on her face and a small rolling suitcase behind her.

      It hadn’t hit her yet. Bailey Ann could tell.

      Putting the car in park, Bailey climbed out and wrapped her sister in a big hug. She’d just entertained the thought of taking Emma Kate home to let Mama tell her the news, since her sister clearly hadn’t absorbed the shock yet. But Bailey was in for her own shock. There was no Mama waiting at home to soothe a hurt heart. There was no Daddy either—not so good at soothing but always ready with a gruff command that surprisingly helped. No. It was just Bailey Ann now. Sudden matriarch of the Mayfair Clan.

      “Emma Kate, it’s so good to see you.”

      “Em,” her sister reminded her, never having liked the full two-name moniker Della Mayfair had bestowed upon all her girls. Emma was also an “Emerson,” another point against the name. Bailey Ann thought it was a shame to chop such a pretty name down to what sounded like a single letter.

      She’d been ten when her baby sister had been born, and she’d loved the infant with everything she had. Enough not to be too jealous that her little sister had a prettier name than she did. Nor did she get jealous when Emma Kate turned into a beauty. Willowy and sporting long, blond hair, Em could have been a model with a few more inches on her. She had mossy green eyes and freckles on pale skin, and she didn’t seem to take note of any of it.

      What Bailey Ann thought was the best part was that Em’s best friend was their cousin, Lennon. Though she was half African-American, she looked far more black than white, and Em had constantly longed for Lennon’s ebony coloring, tight curls, and volume in her hair. Lennon was a beauty of her own and the pair turned heads when they were out.

      Even now, people were looking. Not at her, she knew. Bailey Ann had brown hair—mahogany if she was being generous. She had brown eyes, a squarish face, and was passably attractive on her good days. Em here wasn’t wearing any makeup, had paler eyelashes than Bailey Ann and was still getting looks. Bailey had come to accept that a long time ago. “Let’s get in the car before they start honking at us.”

      She lifted the little suitcase wishing it were bigger but knowing that it couldn’t be. Em had to get back to her classes. She was in her senior year, though Bailey had heard no word about how that was going. Yet another thing that Mama and Daddy had kept tabs on that was now going to fall to her. She hadn’t decided how much of her sister’s keeper she was going to need to be. Maybe this weekend would tell.

      They climbed in and shut the doors in perfect unison, just like sisters.

      “Is Harper at the house?” Em used only the first of her sister’s two names.

      Bailey nodded. “With the girls.”

      “I can’t wait to see them. It’s been too long.” She rested her elbow on the car window and settled her chin in her hand.

      Bailey didn’t bother pointing out that she actually lived closer to Harper Rose and the girls than she herself did. It wasn’t that far from Los Angeles to San Fransisco, but Em never made it out. Maybe she was studying too much. Maybe Bailey would buy that pile of crap later, but not today. She decided silence was the better part of valor and kept her mouth shut. Besides, no one needed a fight at Daddy’s funeral. Wouldn’t that keep the gossip mill turning for a while?

      They stopped at a drive through for a snack, since Emma Kate said they hadn’t fed her on the plane, and Bailey managed to put ranch dressing on the front of her shirt. “Good lord.”

      She tried to watch the road, clean up, and not think about the damage to a nice blouse she probably shouldn’t have been wearing to drive to the airport.

      “Good one, Bailey.”

      “I guess I’m not wearing this under my gray sweater for the service,” she sighed.

      “Why do you even own a gray sweater?”

      Bailey Ann deflected that question. “Tell me you brought something appropriate.”

      “No, ma’am, I just thought I’d borrow your gray sweater. I didn’t know you were planning on wearing it.” Emma Kate looked back out the window. “No worries, I’m sure you have more than one.”

      “I do not!” She always rose to the bait. Her little sister was plenty smart and knew exactly where her buttons were. Brown hair, brown eyes, gray sweater, old maid. She did not own two gray sweaters. It was a cardigan, too. She sighed to herself. The blouse had to go to Mr. Waddell at the dry cleaners.

      “So how is school going?” She tried to start a conversation.

      “Do you really want to know?”

      Well, crap. Maybe she didn’t. “Do I?”

      “I don’t think I can finish this year,” there was not so much disappointment in her voice as there was resignation.

      “That’s a shame.” Bailey decided not to chide the way Daddy had. Daddy believed in “getting things done.” Bailey had at least been the best at that. Mama would have guilted. Daddy would have reminded Emma Kate exactly how much money was left in her college fund. Bailey wasn’t either of them, she hadn’t achieved that status. Hell, she hadn’t even found a decent enough boyfriend to marry yet.

      “Yeah, my thesis is not coming together. I should have had my preliminary work done and I can’t even find enough background information to support the idea yet.” She was still looking out the window though Bailey Ann detected something more in the set of her sister’s shoulders. She couldn’t quite place her finger on it.

      “Can you finish over summer?” Bailey took the exit that led into Breathless. Once the town had been called Mayfair, after some great-great ancestor of theirs, but that had changed when most of the buildings and homes were destroyed in the war. There was a plaque in the middle of town about it, and everyone knew, but that was about it. It had been called Breathless since it had been rebuilt.

      “I don’t think so. My committee probably won’t be around then.”

      That, Bailey Ann understood. Her own senior year had been a whirlwind. She’d been doing her capstone project, prepping for her new job, and she’d been a bridesmaid three times over. Emma Kate wasn’t even in a sorority, a fact Mama had lamented repeatedly. Where had she gone wrong with the baby?

      Well, Bailey Ann didn’t know the answer to that, or that it required one. She pulled into the driveway and under the carport in the back of the house, bracing herself for the cold from the car to mudroom door. Like a good sister, she held the door for Emma Kate and her little suitcase. Then she watched as her baby sister walked into the light and into the waiting arms of three little girls yelling “Auntie Em! Auntie Em!”

      They didn’t get the irony.

      Harper Rose came up and hugged her next, only she didn’t ask about school or anything, she only said, “You look good, baby sister.”

      Bailey Ann could learn a thing or two.

      Emma Kate smiled back. “How’s San Fran treating you?”

      “They have no manners.”

      Bailey Ann laughed.
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      Every funeral had best have a reception afterward in the relatives’ home. If there isn’t fried chicken and Co-Cola cake, the deceased hasn’t been sent off properly.

      

      Bailey Ann looked around the living room, then turned to her sister. “Harper Rose, do we have everything?”

      “Please, Bailey, this is the one time it doesn’t matter.”

      Correct as usual, she thought. No matter how hard Bailey tried to do everything right, she couldn’t live up to her middle sister. Harper Rose was a natural. She showed up flawless and ready to every event, and she knew when to show her flaws, too, without seeking attention and only looking human rather than actually flawed. It all just worked out for her. She’d graduated summa cum laude, married her boyfriend, and had three beautiful daughters. Everything right on time. Except the early widowhood. Bailey shut her uncharitable thoughts down and stepped back. “You’re right. Are you ready?”

      “That doesn’t matter either. There’s a car out front and we are on whether we are ready or not.” Harper Rose smiled and shook her head. Her dark coppery hair curled to perfection, resembling a modern version of a fifties star. Her dress was dusty teal, complementing her coloring. She’d shown up to a funeral in green, and she’d looked far more appropriate than Bailey Ann had. She regretted the gray sweater. Harper Rose was a classic no matter what she did.

      Sucking in a breath, Bailey Ann opened the front door.

      It was a good thing too. Her mother’s old friend, Mara Lamont, didn’t have a hand to knock with. She was holding a huge platter of fried chicken. “Hi, baby, just tell me where to put this.”

      “We’ve got the kitchen table cleared off for food,” Bailey gestured toward the formal dining room and Emma Kate came and took the platter out of the woman’s hands.

      Em had donned a dark brown skirt that swirled around her legs, a white button-down blouse she’d borrowed from Bailey, and some bamboo, three-quarter sleeve, slouchy sweater in almost the same shade of brown. It had a hood, and she was wearing snakeskin heels to her Daddy’s funeral. She was herself, that was for certain. Harper Rose told Em she looked good again. Bailey held her tongue.

      By the time she turned back to the door, three more people were on her front step. The Markmans and Mrs. Winchell down the street. Bailey Ann started ferrying the food back and forth, saying her hellos in between as she could. She hugged her visitors when warranted and leaned a head on shoulders when her hands were full. She said her thank-yous, and even accepted one crushing hug while she was holding a tray with a ring of Jello-salad. Lord knew how she didn’t manage to smash it into her chest. Her mother would have called it a Christmas Miracle, despite the fact that it was neither. It would have been a miracle if she could have gotten a legitimate excuse to change out of her dull black and gray outfit and not have to eat a bite of that damn Jello salad then lie about how she’d enjoyed it.

      Bailey didn’t like lying, not really in any form, but she disliked disappointing her elders more. Mama and Daddy had drilled it into all three of them. It hadn’t really taken with Emma Kate much at all. All the lessons seemed to have bounced right off the baby of the family. Harper Rose absorbed them, then picked and chose and let some of them go. Only Bailey had taken all the lessons to heart, unable to make them her own. Even though both her parents were officially gone as of today, the need to please them clung like vines around her heart.

      She was smiling at Mrs. Naman and admiring her beautiful East Indian funeral garb—brought out special for Con Mayfair’s passing—when Bailey Ann felt the shift in the air. She’d thought it was a remnant of high school. She’d thought she was over such foolish things as crushes and sighs, but she turned.

      In her doorway stood Finn Malloy, holding a platter with a creamy colored cake. His eyes caught hers for a second and she felt a flash of heat, followed by a surge of sympathy. He’d been in this same place himself, only he’d lost both parents at the same time and unexpectedly. She also had not come to comfort him. But why would she? They were an old story, finished and done.

      She was walking toward him when he was intercepted by Harper Rose. As she watched, Harper said something, thanked him, and headed over toward the table. With a small smile, Bailey met up with her sister and began re-arranging the already too-full table to accommodate yet another dish. There was no making it happen.

      Harper Rose sighed, then did that mother thing where she looked around the room until she spotted each child. She must have been checking a list and each child passed, because she looked back at her older sister and said, “We have to move some of it.”

      Bailey Ann was already on it. There were china dishes on the sideboard, knicknacks that her mother had hoarded and displayed. Scooping them up, Bailey wondered if they’d ever get put back. It took three trips to clear all the ceramics, small plates, and passed down teacups that had adorned the top of the sideboard and mostly created some very complicated dusting problems. By the time she returned, Harper Rose had moved the salads to the sideboard, creating only a small extra amount of space.

      She stood back, hands on her hips in that fashionably thrown back teal dress. “If more than just a few more people show up, we’ll have to do this again.”

      “I’ll get the card table,” Bailey was on the move already, heading up the stairs to their old bedrooms. She passed the door that held the bunk beds in the small room Emma Kate and Harper had shared. Now it held Harper’s three girls, one on an inflatable mattress. Bailey Ann had left her own door open, the queen bed perfectly made, a handful of guests having taken her up on tossing their jackets or purses onto the bed. She’d given Harper the master bedroom, unable to take it over herself for any number of reasons.

      She was staring into the hall closet when she felt him behind her.

      “How can I help?” Finn’s voice rolled over her, warm and comforting.

      She sighed though, not letting him know how good he made her feel. It didn’t matter anyway, there was nothing to be done about it. “There’s supposed to be a card table in the back of this closet.”

      She couldn’t see it, and watched as Finn tilted his head, bent down to peer into the bottom section and basically did everything she’d just done. “I don’t see it.”

      “Thanks,” she commented wryly.

      “Sorry.” He at least had the decency to step back and look sheepish. “Where else could it be?”

      She crossed her arms. She’d lived here for three months now, and still had no idea about some things. She’d moved out for college fifteen years earlier and not really looked back. She’d known Harper Rose had taken over her bedroom then, leaving Emma Kate in the bunks by herself. But the rest of it? Unless it was out and open, like Mama’s teacups, she didn’t know where it would be. “The shed out back? In the basement? My closet, Daddy’s? It could be anywhere.”

      “So, how important is this card table?” He was looking at her as though this was a legit question.

      “I don’t know. It’s a funeral reception. We just need a place to put more food if it shows up.”

      “Gotcha. No worries, then. Go back down and talk to people. I’ll be back in a bit.”

      He didn’t give her time to ask, and she only got a second to admire the breadth of his shoulders as she frowned at his back. He disappeared down the hall and out the back door before she could say anything.

      She wasn’t quite ready to face everyone again. Besides, Harper Rose and Emma Kate were holding down the fort just fine. Actually, they were doing a better job than she had been. So she stood in the hallway and leaned her head back against the wall. She felt tears on her face a moment later and ducked into the bathroom to wash them away. Without Daddy here, she looked at the space as no-longer-his-and-Mama’s. Until today, she’d been living in their house again. The pastel blue of this bathroom hadn’t bothered her when it was theirs. But now, it was hers and her sisters’ and it was so out of date.

      Mama hadn’t changed with the times. She hadn’t updated the decor. But could Bailey blame her? It had turned out later that Mama had been sick a lot longer than she’d let on to any of them. Only Daddy had known. Probably her bathroom color scheme wasn’t at the top of her list. But seriously, it had been fading out of date before Bailey left for college. Maybe it was just her, just the funeral, just the final loss of her last parent. She turned away and went into her bedroom.

      She’d updated this room since she’d come back. Took down the posters Harper Rose had hung in her last years of high school. Bailey Ann had even painted the room and brought her own bedding. But now she didn’t look at any of it, just headed over to the window to catch the movement out there.

      There was Finn, walking along the top of the low, stone retaining wall that separated the yards in their neighborhood. His house was two over on the street behind theirs. But here he was, a grown man, still coming over to her house balancing on top of that silly wall. This time, he had some kind of folding table under his arm. She felt her heart twist with thanks, and even so, watching him navigate the uneven stone took her back.
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      Finn was back in the dining room, talking with Emma Kate, by the time he saw Bailey Ann coming back downstairs. He and Em were catching up while they pulled the legs out on the skinny plastic table he’d brought over from his own home. Or was it really just his parents’ home? He didn’t know and figured Bailey Ann was grappling with the same problem.

      “Here,” she held out the tablecloth she’d brought from the upstairs closet. Her tone was rough but he decided to attribute it to the fact that she was still at her father’s funeral and the wound was fresh.

      Bailey shoved the cloth at her younger sister, frowning and looking back and forth between him and Em. The look was disapproving, but maybe that was just what filtered out from under the sadness. She couldn’t think he was flirting with Emma Kate. He was way too old for that. He was a year ahead of Bailey in school, and there was over a decade gap between Bailey and her little sis. Not okay.

      He smiled at Bailey as if to reassure her he was just being nice. Still, her feelings were running across her face in waves. He’d always been able to read them, but now they looked jumbled, and there was nothing he could do. Nothing he should do.

      Lifting the table, he helped Em fold the tablecloth in half then drape it over the small surface, tucking it against the wall to make space. He’d found a long, skinny table, and even Bailey Ann would have to admit it was perfect for the job. It fit in the back of the room without causing the need to move the big table, which would have been a pain.

      Despite all that, she was still frowning. Then her full lips opened and her sad words tumbled out.

      “I just expected to see Mama’s card table out here. I know it would have been awkward and all wrong for the space. But . . .”

      He nodded. His table was perfect, but she resented it. He could tell.

      “Thank you.” She squeezed the words out and then turned away as he and Emma Kate looked at her oddly. He fought the urge to follow her out of the room. Instead, he watched as she turned and spoke to the people who’d come to pay respects to her father.

      Lennon and Jackson Mayfair—the sisters’ cousins—came through the door just then. Finn recognized the family and the family’s famous Co-Cola cake that Lennon carried. What people wouldn’t suspect was that Jackson was the one who’d made it.

      “Cousin Jax! Lennon!” Harper Rose jumped up to greet them, so Finn hung back and watched as the brother and sister came in through the door trailed by their father, Dex Mayfair. Her uncle. Daddy’s brother. Uncle Dex—Finn had picked up the moniker from Bailey Ann back in high school—was holding the hands of two little dark-haired, dark-eyed girls—Jackson’s kids. He’d married young and his wife had died young, while giving birth to the twins, leaving Jax on his own to raise them. The girls looked a lot like Jackson, mixed race.

      Uncle Dex had always liked Finn and been better to him than Con and Della Mayfair had been. But then again, Bailey Ann wasn’t his daughter. Also, he’d been the first Mayfair to marry outside his race, but he hadn’t stepped outside the boundaries of marrying a belle. Aunt GiGi was a magnolia to her toes. Her mama had been Mayor of Breathless for a while, too. Spines of steel on that side of the family. Dex Mayfair had always been more open minded than his brother. Finn had more than once wished Bailey Ann was his daughter rather than the child of the man they were burying today.

      Con’s youngest sibling, his sister Westerley Mayfair Weaver trailed in the door behind her brother Dex. Her husband Dawson, and two of their children, Carlisle and Charlie, followed her. Five minutes later, their oldest, Christian, showed up with his new fiancé, Riley, on his arm. Bailey Ann couldn’t help but smile at them as they entered. Christian was definitely of the more introverted and maybe even reclusive type, but even Finn could see Riley brought out the best in him. Finn looked from Riley to Bailey and from Christian to himself and tamped down the envy that tried to hit.

      Hail, Hail, he thought, The Mayfairs have all arrived. It was uncharitable thinking, he knew, but he’d always been a little jealous of the family, too. He had only his parents and his sister. Bailey Ann had that plus four cousins she loved and had grown up with, two sets of aunts and uncles, and even still had Nana Rue. She may have lost both her parents, but she still had a huge support system.

      Finn was here for the funeral, but he didn’t have a lot of love lost. Con and Della were part of the reason he and Bailey Ann weren’t together now, and—gone or not—he struggled to forgive them for the wedges they’d driven in.

      “Lenn!”

      “Em!”

      Everyone turned as they watched the two youngest Mayfair cousins shoot across the room, meeting in the middle, embracing in a wash of colors and contrasts. Their tone did not match the fact that they were at a funeral, but even Bailey Ann didn’t protest. As far as he could tell, the two hadn’t seen each other in a while.

      A minute later, Aunt GiGi came through the door with Bailey’s Nana Rue, Con and Dex and Westerley’s mother. Everyone in Breathless knew all the Mayfairs. They were small town royalty. So Finn could easily name Bailey Ann’s grandmother, her aunts and uncles, cousins and so on. Nana Rue had been good to him, too. He’d appealed to her at one point while Bailey Ann was still in high school, but she’d pointed out that there was nothing anyone could do when Della Mayfair made up her mind. Now, he understood she’d lost her son this week. None of it seemed right.

      Bailey Ann smiled but he could see her heart was in a twist. Nothing was okay for her. No one else really seemed to see it. And there wasn’t anything he could do. Not here. Not now.

      They were celebrating a life well lived, but not lived nearly long enough. Though Harper Rose and Emma Kate seemed to accept the situation, the way Bailey Ann’s smiles didn’t reach her eyes told him she wasn’t taking it well at all.

      She was making her way around the room, not paying overt attention to him at all. But he wanted to believe she knew where he was as she made her way closer. When she sent Jackson to help Nana Rue with a plate, she was close enough to smell her perfume. Finn had noticed before that it was the same one she’d worn in high school. Luckily, she’d been a classic even then, and it still fit her perfectly. He tried not to think about the memories it brought back.

      “How are you holding up?” He asked, watching as her spine straightened at his words.

      Totally the wrong time and place for his feelings, but that had always been the case for them.

      “I’m doing okay.” She shrugged her reply but didn’t turn around to look at him.

      “You’re a terrible liar.” He leaned in close to her ear to whisper it and watched as she tried to ignore the arc between them.

      “I am not.”

      “So, you’re a good liar?”

      She just stood there, not turning around and not answering. Not until he prodded her. “What’s really wrong, Bailey Ann?”

      He always used her full name. She’d always liked it and he’d keep doing it until she told him not to.

      Turning to face him, she crossed her arms and he watched her eyes start to fill. “What? My Daddy died and I’m at his funeral and I’m in need of another reason?”

      He felt like crap for pushing, but she stared at him as though she were sad, not angry. He leaned back against the front closet door, the only place left not crowded by Con Mayfair’s friends and family come to pay their respects. “No, you don’t need another reason, but you have one. Tell me.”

      He hadn’t even laid eyes on her in over five years. Why did she tear him up like this?

      “It’s too early,” she protested the whole problem. “Daddy died too young. Mama did, too, you know?”

      He nodded but let her go on and she did, keeping her voice low.

      “Mama was at least sick. There was an explanation. But Daddy?” She shook her head like she was shaking off a bad feeling, and Finn started to get one, too “. . . He just let go!” That was the other thing bothering her. He could see it. “Why does everyone think that’s okay? It’s not.”

      She uncrossed her arms and crossed them again. Now her discomfort looked almost painful.

      Finn shifted on his feet, his eyes scanning the crowd for anyone paying attention to them. Only Harper Rose seemed to have noticed her sister’s tiff, and she offered him a nod and moved on to handle the crowd.

      Keeping his voice low, he tried to be soothing, but heard the hint of Ireland coming through. It always happened when he felt something strongly. No matter how much he’d tried to remove the accent, it came back when he least needed it. He must feel something now, because he could hear the brogue brushing the edges of his words. “Maybe he loved your mother so much, he couldn’t go on without her. You know, some people never get to have that kind of connection.”

      There was a small pause from Bailey Ann as her eyes blinked and he could only wonder if she was thinking what he was. But he talked over his own thoughts. Now was not the time or the place for his own feelings about the woman in front of him. They were too complex for one conversation anyway. “I think you’re right that his life was too short, but I think people are beginning to accept his death because his life was well lived. He took care of your mother, he raised three girls into adulthood. Worked his job, was a central figure in the community. He always lent a helping hand.” Finn shrugged, “I’m not sure there’s more he could have accomplished.”

      Bailey Ann’s chin trembled. “He didn’t stick around to see his grandkids.”

      “Aren’t the H’s his granddaughters?” Finn sounded confused.

      “The Hs?” He watched as she deflected with a smile and waited while he struggled to remember all Harper Rose’s girls’ names.

      “Hannah, Hayden and . . . Not Hoyden⁠—”

      “No, not Hoyden!” She almost said it too loud. He’d almost made her laugh at her Daddy’s funeral.

      “Holland.” They said it at the same time. But Finn continued. “They’re his grandkids.”

      “He won’t see Emma Kate’s kids or mine. I guess it wasn’t worth hanging around for.” Despite the laugh a moment ago, her lips quivered again, and he wanted to kiss her and take that pain away. He wanted to yell and say it was her own fault she hadn’t had kids before her Daddy died.

      “So you don’t have kids?” Finn raised one eyebrow.

      “Of course not.”

      “Well, Em’s a bit young for that, isn’t she?”

      “Yes. And he should have stuck around. We should have been enough.”

      “Bailey Ann, maybe it was enough that he saw how strong and capable you are. Maybe it was enough to know that you were in a good place and he’d set you up well. Sometimes people are in pain we don’t know about.”

      That got her attention and for the first time, she turned to look at him. “You sound like you know what you’re talking about.”

      He was nodding his head when she heard the voice.

      “Bailey Ann, you get over here.” Aunt GiGi didn’t bellow anything, but her voice commanded respect. “I haven’t gotten to give you the hug you so desperately need. More than your sisters even.”

      With that, she was pulled away from him and enveloped in the kind of embrace that she clearly needed and he couldn’t give. She wouldn’t take it from him even if he could have offered it. With that thought, Finn turned away.
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      Bailey Ann held the crystal tumbler out toward her youngest sister.

      “Daddy’s whiskey?” Emma Kate exclaimed, but she didn’t hand back the tumbler. “I’ve never touched these.” She sounded almost in awe.

      “Touched what?” Harper Rose asked, coming down the steps in stockinged feet. The teal dress still looked good, but the woman looked a little worn down, having taken off her smile with her shoes.

      “Bailey Ann is giving us Daddy’s whiskey in Daddy’s glasses!”

      Bailey was pretty certain that—like her—neither sister had ever touched this stuff except to dust the decanter if he’d been traveling.

      “We aren’t allowed,” Harper Rose protested.

      Bailey only raised one eyebrow. By God, if she could get through her father’s funeral in her dull black and gray outfit and choke down a little of that Jello salad with every canned fruit known to man inside, then she could drink her Daddy’s whiskey. “Look at it this way, if he protests from the heavens, at least we’ll get to hear his voice again.”

      With that proclamation, Harper Rose accepted the third cut glass and raised it. “To Daddy. Wherever he is, he’s mad that we’re drinking his whiskey.”

      “To Daddy,” Em added, “May he rest in peace, probably at one of his time shares.”

      Bailey almost laughed, but she sombered as she added her own bit. “To Daddy. He went too young.”

      “He’s with Mama now.” Harper Rose held the glass out and stared at it.

      “What?” Bailey asked, taking a sip and letting the very expensive amber liquid soak into her tongue before it even made it down her throat.

      “That’s some good shit.” Her sister’s voice was a little hoarse from taking too big a first sip and Bailey did finally laugh. Harper Rose continued. “No wonder he didn’t let us have it. We’d have become alcoholics.” She tipped up the glass, finished off what little she had left and poured herself another. Then she looked up at her sisters. “Oh, don’t mind me. I’ve lost my mother to a massive battle with cancer. Then my husband to a freak accident. And now my Daddy, all within one year. I have three small children and no relief. I’m drinking this.”

      She raised the glass with a smile and at least this time, she didn’t pound it back. She did reach up and pull out whatever clip she’d been using to hold her hair up and proceeded to massage her head while she drank herself to a good buzz with her eyes closed.

      Bailey Ann, always the oldest, but now the leader of this little family, decided it was time for a serious discussion. “We have the will to deal with Monday morning.”

      “I can’t,” Emma Kate was the first to get out of anything. Had she gotten away with it all along because she was the baby? Bailey Ann couldn’t really remember. If that was the case, then surely she was partly responsible. She’d been part and parcel to spoiling the cute youngest sister.

      Now, she looked at that baby, all grown up, and wondered if they’d gone wrong. For God’s sakes, this was the reading of her Daddy’s will. “Why can’t you?”

      “I have class. My flight back is tomorrow evening.”

      “You can’t take one day off?”

      “I couldn’t afford a Monday flight!” Em protested. “I’m a poor college student, remember?”

      That, Bailey understood. She did remember. She turned to Harper Rose.

      “Don’t look at me.” She was shaking her head as she stepped up to the cart and poured herself yet another two fingers. Bailey Ann was still on her first. Harper Rose frowned. “Don’t judge me. Thiss iss my lasst one.”

      The creeping lisp made one side of Bailey’s mouth quirk. She wasn’t sure she’d seen Harper Rose even a little drunk since high school. Then her middle sister sighed. Not a sweet release of tension, this was big. Weary. Burdened.

      Bailey understood. Harper Rose had lost everyone but her sisters and her own clutch of little girls. But Bailey wasn’t prepared when Harper Rose glided over to the table and sat down. “Y’all should come sit to hear this.”

      Bailey topped off her own drink, but Emma Kate refused, clutching her glass to her chest and clearly starting to worry. Bailey would have reassured her, but she had no idea what was coming.

      When they were all three seated at the table—a clean cloth set out by Aunt GiGi after she put away all the food—Bailey set her arms on the table. Elbows off. She simply could not bring herself to rest her elbows on the table lest the ghost of her late Mama reach out from the beyond and smack her.

      Harper Rose didn’t beat around the bush. “I can’t come to the will either. The girls and I fly out tomorrow, too.”

      “You’re leaving me to do this all alone?” Bailey did not have control of either her mouth or her emotions. She blamed the whiskey.

      “I can’t stay.” Harper looked up at the ceiling. “I have to get the girls back into school and find a job and . . .” Another sigh. “So when Thad died, I was a mess for a week or so.”

      “I remember.” Bailey Ann had flown out and stayed with her sister for two weeks. It was part of the reason she’d quit her job and come back to Breathless to live with Daddy. She’d taken a leave of absence for Mama too, and she didn’t have any days left. She remembered sitting at Harper Rose’s side. Em had come out, too, able to drive to San Francisco from Los Angeles. Those thoughts pierced Bailey’s heart each time she had them.

      “Well, I lied to you all.” Harper dropped a mini bomb that would detonate when she told them what she lied about. “I didn’t mean to lie, but I did. When I called the life insurance place, I found out he’d let it expire. He hadn’t paid it for two years.”

      “What!” Both Bailey and Emma reacted like shattering glass, but Harper Rose stayed calm. Apparently, she’d weathered this storm already.

      “Oh yes, but it gets worse. Our savings is gone. The house is owned by a shell corporation, not by my husband and not by me. I had no idea!” She gestured wildly, gracefully almost sloshing out some of her whiskey.

      “Are you okay?” Bailey was leaning forward now, very concerned. She’d always thought Harper Rose had it all. Her middle sis had done everything right. She’d married her college boyfriend right after graduation. She’d had Hannah right away, never having gotten a job with her childhood education and music degree. They’d lived in the big, pretty house in the beautiful neighborhood in the expensive city, and the only thing Bailey had ever seen wrong was that they’d had to move so far away.

      “I’m okay. I’m fighting to keep the house. At least to be able to sell it and keep a portion of the profit. But I don’t know. I don’t want to move the girls if I don’t have to. And I have to get a job, right away.”

      “Ouch,” Bailey Ann commented, though she’d been working at her job in finance ever since she’d graduated and turned down Todd Hooker’s proposal. He’d done the right thing—proposing at graduation—but she’d thought there was something better out there. And she was pretty convinced she could not go through life as Bailey Ann Hooker. A later relationship had drug on until that man proposed to her, but Ray Haley had not been the man of her dreams either, and she’d broken it off. That time she’d even told him she would never be Bailey Haley. But Harper Rose had struck gold with her first shot. Or so they had all believed.

      “I let him handle the money, you know, the way Mama and Daddy split it up. I took care of the kids, the house, and us, and he was supposed to pay the bills. Except he hadn’t been paying them. He’d gotten into a lot of debt. Apparently, we couldn’t really afford that house in the first place. I didn’t know that, but he’d gotten it financed. Then he bought us a car we couldn’t afford—certainly not on top of the house payment. But he wouldn’t have me work for money and he wanted to have the best of everything. Well, he got it. I put him in the ground in a super expensive casket because I didn’t know I needed to save my money.”

      That hurt. Harper Rose had loved Thad, but now she sounded bitter about the man. Though Bailey had to admit she understood that. Thad seemed to have taken everything and left her sister holding the bag.

      “Do you need help?” She thought about the savings she had and that it was dwindling. But Harper Rose and her daughters probably needed it more.

      “No, but like Emma Kate here, I can’t afford Monday tickets. Not for four of us.”

      Bailey Ann cringed. It hadn’t occurred to her that Harper would be strapped for cash.

      “The one thing you can do is take care of this, that would be a big help.” Harper Rose gestured to the house they were sitting in and Bailey Ann looked around. First, she looked at her sisters—both had plans they had to get back to. She had none. Then she looked at the walls. Burgundy striped wallpaper climbed above the once-stark-white chair rail. Below the middle piece of molding, the wainscoting ran around the room. Wood grain showed beneath the burgundy paint and Bailey Ann had second thoughts.

      “Do you want me to sell the place? They had those time shares. And I’m assuming it’s all going to be divided evenly between us in the will. It might get y’all some cash.”

      Harper Rose looked around the room and drained her glass. “Have you been to the beach time sshare lately? It hasn’t held up well. And this place? It’s not gonna net us enough cassh to save the day. Do whatever you think is best.”

      Emma Kate nodded, and Bailey Ann found herself in charge of her parents estate alone.
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