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To the Johnsons—Lee and Tricia, Brooke (Smith), Alee (Halsey), and Ann Rollins—the best neighbors and dearest friends, who brought a forgotten house back to life and, twenty-five years later, inspired a story.






Prologue The House on Sunset Lane: Pioneers


Houses outlive the people they love. When my fellow clapboard houses on Sunset Lane in Beaufort and I were being built by shipbuilders just discovering this port, proud and young and new, we had no idea what our futures would hold. How could we? In 1769, we were the first houses on this street, as much pioneers as the fishermen, whalers, and shipping merchants, like the Saint James family—my family—who made us their homes.

But what we understood immediately was that it was our job to care for the families who lived within our wooden walls—often repurposed from the ships they came in on—who loved us, who filled us with furniture and bedding, crotchety aging grandparents, and howling, beloved infants. It was our job to remember every word spoken, every breath breathed, to store their secrets and successes, heartbreaks and joys, and keep them safe.

Here, on Seven Sunset Lane, the sun still glints on water that slowly, patiently laps the sandy shore. People marvel at us, these structures that have been here since before America was America.

But I alone hold the distinction of still, two hundred fifty-four years after I was first built, being the Saint James House. Other houses on this street have changed hands, been sold, filled with fresh wallpaper, trendy paint colors, and new people who don’t care quite so much about the stories their houses hold. That I have been owned by one family should be a point of pride. Only, it has been nearly fifty years since anyone has lived inside of me, since I have swayed with voices singing Christmas carols, vibrated with dog paws speeding down my halls, and cheered with friends blowing out birthday candles. But those aren’t the moments I miss most. What I long for is the sound of my door swinging open, the rush of sea breeze through cracked windows, my kitchen filled with the scents of cakes and cookies, roasts and chickens, the simple laughter of ordinary days.

I loved all the families who brought those days to me. But my happiest years, my best times, were with Becks and Townsend Saint James and their children, Lon and Virginia. Sometimes, when I miss them most, I cling to the specks of sand between my floorboards, reminders of when the children tore inside with such jubilance that I would have cried if I had tears. Their mother, Becks, instead of scolding them, wrapped them in towels and kisses and fed them homemade strawberry ice cream on my wide, spacious front porch. I kept them cool in the summer and warm in the winter, a product of facing perfectly south, to the credit of my savvy builders.

I once believed, foolishly, that the parties and dinners, friends and fun—and, most of all, great love of this family, love so big and so pulsating that I could feel it down into my very foundation—would stay forever. For years I have hoped, prayed, wished that they would return, ever since Rebecca and Townsend Saint James unexpectedly met their demise on August 28, 1976. I alone know the real story, have held the truth right here all this time, if anyone had bothered to uncover it.

But that is the plight of old houses. At some point in our seemingly infinite lives, we may be forgotten. And so, we must cling to the joys and secrets forever stored within our walls, until we are remembered again.






Keaton All (Are Not) Welcome


I will get this promotion or something better,” I whisper as I walk down the gleaming, glass-walled hall of All Welcome, the lifestyle brand I have been working for since I was a college intern twelve years ago. Allison, our CEO—and, well, my hero—is big on the phrase. She claims she has used it to manifest her massive success over the last thirteen years, when she started this brand as a recent college grad. Who am I to doubt her? If I’m going to manifest something, now seems like a good time to start.

Casey, one of our interns, winks at me as she passes me in the hallway and crosses her fingers. Her encouragement boosts me as my stomach rolls with the reminder that Jonathan, the head of HR and my ex, is going to be in this meeting about my “future with All Welcome” too. We broke up about a month ago, after eighteen months of dating, but I still haven’t told my family. I can almost hear my mother’s voice in my head: I don’t like to interfere, but, darling, the man still works for his ex-wife’s company. And you work for him. It is unsavory at best, a recipe for disaster at worst.

Despite my mother’s concerns, I had always felt proud that Jonathan—who was not my superior when we started dating, I might add—Allison, and I have always been able to work together so seamlessly. Allison and Jonathan used to say it was because their relationship was ancient history. And now, so was ours. Because after we moved in together six months ago, Jonathan and I realized that the single thing we had in common was work. Now the three of us are back to being just coworkers. Coworkers with weird personal histories, to be sure, but just coworkers all the same.

I walk to the end of the hall to the smallest conference room. It is the only one that has solid, soundproof walls instead of glass, so it’s the most private. And it’s where most promotion meetings take place.

Allison is already there, as I assumed she would be. Punctuality is one of her core values. The others, as I well know, are transparency, honesty, innovation, and excellence. She is a motivational speaker who gets paid in the high five digits each time she flies off to inspire companies and their employees to reach their full potential. She has a huge conference—All-Fest—each year that literally fills an arena, a line of journals and goal-setting notebooks, and has penned four New York Times bestsellers. We even decided to publish her last book in-house. We were nervous, but it went so well that we’re publishing a handful of other meaningful titles this year by other authors in the space.

It’s very exciting. It is also very on-brand for Allison, someone who many, many women aspire to be like. As I open the door, I see that right now—aspirationally—she is walking on the quiet, non-motorized treadmill in the corner of the room. She has exercise equipment in every conference room and her office because she doesn’t have time for regular workouts, but this ensures she can still honor her body and spirit each day—her words, not mine. She is such a badass. I feel the tiniest twinge of guilt that I can’t remember the last time I actually exercised myself.

“Oh, hi!” I say as I spot Jonathan shifting a stack of papers at the head of the table. I thought the breakup would be harder, but since we have had to work together every day since, it already sort of feels like we’re back to just coworkers. Even at thirty-seven, he still has ashy blond hair and big puppy-dog brown eyes. He’s a good guy. Not my guy anymore. But a good guy all the same. He has been letting me stay in the town house we shared while I frantically look for another apartment. Something decent in my price range in New York City is, evidently, hard to come by. And our breakup made me realize I don’t have so much as a friend’s couch to crash on. My parents’ place is a last resort that I hope I don’t need.

A glass of water is in front of the seat next to him, so I figure it is mine. I take my seat and am shocked when Allison quits walking. She usually keeps working out, getting progressively more breathless as a meeting goes on. Usually, by the end of an hour, I’m translating because I’m the only one who can understand her. Curiously, though, the woman never sweats.

“Keaton, Keaton, Keaton,” she says as she sits down. “Our girl wonder.”

I sit on the edge of my seat, keeping my fingers crossed under the table. “I brought you here today to tell you that I’m pregnant.”

That’s not what I’m expecting to hear, but, still, I gasp and clap my hands. I would know if she was seriously dating someone, so I wonder if she has done in vitro or, knowing Allison, has engineered some new pregnancy procedure that doesn’t involve sperm at all. A woman-only pregnancy. She’d be really into that. It would also be great for our brand. I briefly wonder how on earth she’s going to take care of a child when she works absolutely nonstop. All that aside, she’s obviously telling me I’m promoted because she can’t take on anything else in her state.

“That is great news, Allison,” I chime in. “And I’d like you to know I’m here for anything you need.”

She smiles with an ethereal glow and reaches across the table to take my hand. “I am so glad to hear you say that because there is something I need from you.”

I feel a grin spread across my face, and I glance briefly at Jonathan. He looks kind of… constipated. Which I know he never is because we shared a bathroom in his two-bedroom town house. Maybe he’s worried about what Allison’s pregnancy is going to mean for his job, which I totally get. But now he’ll have me—with my corner office and big, fat salary—to lighten his workload. I try to convey that with my glance, but he doesn’t seem to notice.

Then Allison says, with a light squeeze of my palm, “I’m going to need you to move out of the town house.”

I look at Jonathan again, not quite comprehending. “Well, I’m looking for a new place, but…” I trail off. Some fuzzy atoms are connecting in my brain.

I remove my clammy hand and take a sip of water just as Allison lets out a breathy little laugh. “Oh my gosh. Pregnancy brain. The baby is Jonathan’s, and I am going to move back into the house y’all have been living in. My apartment is too small.”

I honestly don’t mean to, but I choke and spit the water out, spraying it all over Jonathan. He barely moves to wipe himself off; he only looks really apologetic. And kind of sick.

“My Jonathan?” I squeak.

Allison smiles in a way that feels very condescending. “Well, mine,” she says as she rubs her impossibly flat stomach.

Jonathan barely pipes up. “Well, actually, Allison, I’m not sure I would say I belong to you.”

She smiles at him in a way that conveys, Oh, but don’t you?

“I. What? No. You can’t. It doesn’t…” I’m obviously having some trouble with my words.

“Don’t worry,” Allison says. “We’ll have someone pack up all your things and get them moved wherever you go next.”

“That is literally the last thing I am worried about.” I turn to Jonathan, doing the math in my head. We’ve only been broken up for four weeks. “How long has this been going on?”

“Well, I’m twelve weeks along,” Allison says, batting her eyes at Jonathan.

“What?” I practically scream, realizing this is why I’m in the soundproof conference room. I turn to Jonathan. “Are you insane? We only moved in together like six months ago! You’re the one who talked me into getting rid of my apartment!”

“I’m really sorry,” Jonathan says. “It was so obvious things weren’t going to work out with us that I just… moved on before it was official. It didn’t mean anything at first.”

“But then we realized we were still in love,” Allison says. “That we wanted to start a family. I truly hope this doesn’t hurt you, Keaton, but Jonathan and I think consciously recoupling is the right thing for us.”

Consciously recoupling. This can’t be real. Anger, which I am usually good at controlling, rises in me. The hypocrisy is too much for me to take. “Do you believe your own psychobabble bullshit?” I ask her, my face turning red. “I mean, do you hear yourself? Oh, honesty and transparency are my core values,” I say in a singsong voice.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” she says, “because we were here to offer you a promotion to director of marketing. But if you aren’t committed to the brand then—”

“You were going to offer me a promotion?” I practically spit. “A promotion? So we can work more closely while you and your ex remarry and start a family?”

“Oh, we won’t remarry,” Allison says. “Marriage feels so archaic and confining now. But we assumed if the two of us could work so well together after a divorce that surely you could manage…”

That’s when I know I’m going to cry, and that’s the last thing in the world I want to do. I want to be archaic and confined. I want to be married. I don’t want to be married to Jonathan. But the fact that he cheated on me really stings. And, well, explains why he’s been so nice about letting me stay in the town house. Guilt is powerful.

“Jonathan, how could you do this to me? All that time we were planning our future together, and you were screwing your ex-wife?” And I had no idea?

“I’m sorry, Keaton. I really am.”

“You should never be sorry about living your authentic path, Jonathan,” Allison interjects.

I take a long look at Allison, and I can’t believe that I was so enamored with her for so long. Yes, she’s beautiful in this bird-boned, hippie-at-Woodstock kind of way. And she has this soft voice that you have to lean forward to hear, that makes you want to listen. But she’s also selfish. It’s always about her. I know this, and yet I’ve always forgiven her for it because I believed she was a good person deep down.

When I got my internship the summer after my junior year at our shared alma mater, UNC–Chapel Hill, I felt like I had won the lottery. Allison and I together felt like kismet. It was clear I would come work for her after graduation. I knew she was going to change the world. And, well, she has. And so that’s why it’s so hard for me to say, “Why did I buy into this for so long? I did your program to the letter for years, and it’s just now occurring to me that I’m not any better, any more enlightened, than I was when I started.”

“What do you mean did?” Allison asks.

I squint at her. “Did. Now, a lot of mornings, I don’t even make my bed.” I don’t have time since I’m basically running your company, I add, only in my head.

Allison gasps. “Making your bed is a Vision One, Track One foundation habit. Are you even drinking your eight glasses of water? Moving your thirty minutes?”

“Nope!” I say, crossing my arms, feeling childish. I know she is going to be offended by this admission.

“The foundation habits aren’t really that difficult if you’re committed,” she says. “Keaton, maybe you and I should dive into why you’re letting yourself stay stuck.”

“Because your entire company is crap, Allison, based on making women feel like they aren’t good enough if they aren’t as perfect and motivated and successful as you.” I know I’ve gone too far. All Welcome’s whole premise is that everyone can find their happiness if they make the time to do what inspires them. And Allison has helped people do that. Even still, I can’t help but hit her where it hurts most.

She smiles sadly at me, and I’m torn between regret and hatred. “Keaton, I’m sorry to say, but I think your journey here at All Welcome is coming to an end. I can overlook a spiritually unenlightened reaction in a moment of turmoil, but I can’t have people who don’t believe in the process be a part of this company.”

Jonathan finally speaks up. “Well, maybe it isn’t fair to fire her…”

I know he’s thinking it isn’t fair to fire me because in what world am I not going to sue the hell out of this company for wrongful termination? “Nope!” I say. “I’m fired.”

“Maybe we can discuss a severance package that feels right?” Jonathan says, hesitantly, still trying to smooth over something that has already gotten out of hand.

“Well,” Allison says, still with that slick calm voice of hers, “I feel that giving Keaton severance is offensive; it’s like saying we don’t believe in her or her ability to begin anew. And that simply isn’t true. I do believe in Keaton and the power and beauty of her dreams.”

I am too nauseated to respond.

“Okay,” Jonathan says, standing up. “Allison, we might be making some hasty decisions here.”

No severance, bigger lawsuit. For all her preaching, Allison isn’t a very good businesswoman. Which is why she needed me. Well, that, and the fact that my role as marketing coordinator had morphed really far from my job description. In addition to handling marketing strategies—like advertising, paid editorial placement, and merchandise—I also oversaw all of All Welcome’s social media (which is technically a different department), scheduled all of Allison’s podcast guests, the launches for the four books a year (and growing!) the company is now publishing through its publishing arm, sat in on practically every meeting, and on and on and on.

Allison and I worked together nonstop. We laughed together. We dreamed together. I couldn’t imagine that it could come to this. And I had no idea what she would do without me. It looks like she’s about to find out.

I stand up. “You heard her. I’m fired. No severance. I want all my stuff returned to my parents’ place right away. And you damn well better bring my dog.”

I’m not moving there, I tell myself. Just staying until I find a new apartment. I have some money saved, and besides, I can always go live with my brother for a while instead.

Only, as I storm out of the building and call said brother to tell him what happened and ask him if I can stay, he flat-out says, “No, Keaton. You cannot come live with me.”

I am aghast. “Harris! Are you kidding me? Why can’t I live with you for just a little bit? I’m looking really hard for an apartment.” I pause, putting the pieces together. My brother is my best friend. There is only one reason he wouldn’t want me to live with him. “You have some rando woman living with you, don’t you? And you haven’t even told Mom and Dad. Or me. What is wrong with you?”

“Well, you won’t approve,” he says.

“She’s like twenty-three, isn’t she?”

“Thereabouts.”

“Harris! Get your shit together. Break up with her and choose your sister for once in your freaking life.”

“I’m not not choosing you, Keat. I love you. But just think about it. How cool would it be to use your severance to get away for a while?”

“I didn’t get severance,” I say. “Allison feels that would send the message that she doesn’t believe in my ability to begin anew.”

“O-kay,” Harris says. “Well, you still can’t live here, but I am hiring you a lawyer.”

I enter the code in the keypad to Mom and Dad’s building, which is an easy couple blocks walk from my office—well, it was anyway—and swing open the door. “Mom told me not to move in with him,” I say out loud as I step into the elevator, more to myself than to Harris. “If I had listened to her, maybe I wouldn’t be in this mess.”

“Oh, Keat. I’m sorry. But, look, I’ll help you find a place to live. We’ll figure it out.”

“Okay,” I whisper. “Can you help find me a job, too? Oh my gosh I don’t have a job!” I am filled with dread. “I have to go.” Tears puddle in my eyes, and I literally have to sit on the elevator floor since my legs won’t hold me up any longer. I realize that I have given every single part of myself to this job that I just walked away from. I don’t have hobbies. I don’t volunteer. All my meals are either from a frozen meal delivery service or DoorDash because who has time to cook? I barely have friends because when would I see them? My social life consisted of Jonathan and Allison and my colleagues and now it’s all just… gone.

The elevator opens, and a woman pushes her walker through. “Hi, Mrs. Ellis,” I say with zero enthusiasm.

She starts. “Oh dear. What are you doing on the floor?”

“Bad day,” I say.

“Well, a bad day is always a good time to visit one’s parents.”

I nod, but then another sick feeling washes over me: Worse than getting dumped, worse than getting fired, I’m going to have to tell my mother she was right.






Keaton Recipe for Disaster


As long as I can remember, my mother has blamed practically everything that has gone wrong in her life on her parents’ untimely deaths. She is, in fact, blaming something on their deaths right now, as I walk into her bright modern living room in her apartment on the forty-fourth floor of the retirement community where she and my dad just moved—a fact that everyone in our family finds totally absurd. But that’s Mom: an always-prepared worrier. I had hoped to find a little solace and compassion at my parents’ house, but, instead, I’ve walked into a situation between my mom and Uncle Lon that I don’t quite understand.

“I can’t go back to Beaufort,” she is saying to him as I sit down. “I just can’t.”

My mother is dressed in a chic pair of pants and top, always the height of fashion. She swims forty laps each morning, plays bridge twice a week, has perfect eyesight, and a memory so sharp she’s my first call when I can’t remember something. My father, one year her junior, still works as the manager of the hedge fund he took over when he and my mother moved to New York from Raleigh ten years ago, and he is consistently considered one of the best in his field.

It stunned me that my parents moved to New York and left my hometown not long after I did—not just for my dad’s job, but also because they insisted they wanted to be closer to me. My mother wasn’t exactly what you would call involved when I was growing up. She wasn’t on the PTA or planning class parties; she didn’t feel the need to be at my basketball games. She taught me to make my own lunch when I was in kindergarten, and by the time I was six, I was in charge of my own laundry. My brother and I were loved, and my dad did most of the parent-bonding stuff with us, but, in a lot of ways, we were on our own when it came to our mom. I used to wonder if it was because she was a solid decade older than my friend’s moms, or if maybe she was just tired from working all day. But that was just Mom’s personality, I guess. She was independent and wanted us to be too.

“What are you doing here in the middle of the day, sweetie?” Mom asks.

I hoped I would find some sympathy after my terrible day, but now I get the feeling that I have walked into another hornet’s nest. I’m fairly certain I haven’t heard Lon correctly as he, not waiting for my answer, says, “Well, Virginia, maybe Keaton could fly to North Carolina to put the house on Sunset Lane on the market.”

I squint, certain I haven’t heard him correctly. “You mean, like, the house you grew up in?”

He nods. “Well, yes.”

I shake my head, trying to piece this together. “Mom, I’m sorry. You still own the house you grew up in?” I had always assumed that it had gutted my mother and uncle to leave their parents’ house in Beaufort, North Carolina, the mythical house on Sunset Lane Harris and I had occasionally heard stories about but had never actually seen.

She looks as unfazed as I have ever seen her as Lon, who has Mom’s same hazel eyes, long eyelashes, and bow mouth, says, “We never sold it.”

“Does someone rent it or something?” I pause. “No. Forget that. How have you had this house my whole life, and I’ve never known about it?”

“We just—” Mom starts. But then she looks down into her coffee cup.

Lon fills in for her. “Your mom and I haven’t been able to bear to go back there since they died.”

I’m still squinting, I realize. I try to relax my face. “So, what you’re telling me is that you have left this house sitting there, without visiting once, for nearly five decades? You realize it must be a rotting pile by now, right?”

I’m really annoyed, namely because this is a classic Mom move. She managed to almost single-handedly start a domestic violence shelter in North Carolina for women and children who had to flee—often with nothing more than the clothes on their back—and ran it for thirty years until she handed over the reins to a new director and came to New York. She raised the money, hired the staff, and organized the therapists, many of whom volunteered their time. When she wanted to do something, look out world. But what she doesn’t want to deal with, she ignores. Her problems. Her small children. And, evidently, a house. But I hadn’t recognized that my uncle also shared this trait.

My mother scoffs. “It isn’t rotting, Keaton. You’re so dramatic.”

“We have a handyman who keeps things in order,” Lon says. “It’s cleaned every now and then. The exterminator comes.”

I can’t read my mom’s expression, but I swear she thinks this is normal. I have so many questions. “Okay… so is there a reason you want to sell it now?”

She nods, and her eyes glisten with tears. My breath catches. Is she sick? Is Uncle Lon? Do they need the money to move somewhere else? It isn’t until this moment that I realize how much I love having my parents in New York. With me. Where we can have dinner together on Wednesday nights and I can pop by after work and Mom and I can take walks on the weekends. I finally have the family I always wanted. “Well, Keaty,” Lon says, “real estate prices have skyrocketed, and with the re-estimation of our tax value, it doesn’t really make sense to hold on to it anymore.”

I want to say, But it made sense to hold on to it for all these years?

Mom picks up: “But, really, the bottom line is that Lon and I aren’t getting any younger. We feel like you and Harris co-owning the house with your two cousins would just be so complicated. We don’t want any controversy within the family.” Her voice cracks. “So we need someone to go down there and get it ready to put on the market. Your dad is so busy with work, and Lon and I just can’t bear to do it ourselves. So, we were hoping… well, you might be able to step in.”

She is clearly very upset. My grandparents have been dead since long before I was born, and, even as a kid, I had this sixth sense not to ask a lot of questions. On the rare occasion Mom mentioned my grandparents—or the car accident that killed them—she seemed so sad that I never pressed. But still, this is a huge ask.

I sigh. “Mom, this just isn’t a great time… Actually, can I stay with you tonight? And maybe… for the foreseeable future?”

She looks at me with a mix of compassion and, well, self-satisfaction. “Jonathan-and-I-broke-up-and-I-got-fired,” I say, super fast, like if I don’t breathe it won’t be real.

To Mom’s credit, she doesn’t gloat. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” she says.

“Yeah. So I kind of have a lot going on here. What about Harris?”

Mom laughs, as if the idea of my busy, important brother taking a moment off work is simply absurd. Yes, technically, his job—CEO and president of his own celebrity PR firm—might have a bigger title than mine, and, yes, he could get any ungettable ticket or invitation at a moment’s notice. But I am also quite successful, which my mother well knows. Or, well, I was, I remember with a sinking feeling. I want to point out that Harris, a trained pilot with his own plane, could fly himself to North Carolina and it would take way less time than me fighting lines at JFK. But once she gets an idea in her head, there’s no stopping her.

“This is fate!” she says firmly. “You need a place to live. You have some unexpected time off work. Don’t you see how perfect this is?”

I shake my head. “Mom, I will go with you if you want some help, but I am not taking this on by myself. No way.”

The warm, tingly feelings I get just thinking about that surprise me. Have we ever taken a mother-daughter trip? I know we haven’t.

“Fine, darling, fine. I understand. Lon and I will simply have to hire someone to dismantle all that is left of our treasured family memories.”

I know what she’s doing and it’s kind of working. The idea of my grandparents’ belongings, any vestige of the people they once were, being packed up and shipped off to the Salvation Army doesn’t sit well with me. I’m being given a chance to piece together these people who, combined, are half of me. Am I just going to toss that to the curb?

“Please, honey?” Lon says. “We know you’re busy, but you can figure something out, right? Everyone wants a piece of small-town coastal charm. And selling the house for a record price would obviously behoove you too.” He pauses. He’s a realtor, so he would know. “Look, your mom and I are emotionally ill-equipped humans who can’t face our childhood home. If you could get the house cleaned up and organize a few updates, I’ll give you ten percent commission on whatever the house goes for.”

I raise my eyebrow. Commission. I haven’t considered this. It would certainly help ease the transition of looking for a new job. Just the thought of it relaxes me. “What do you think you can sell it for?”

He tells me, and I almost fall off my chair. Even with a ten percent commission, I could start over again, buy myself some time to figure out what I want to do next. But, unlike Allison, I am an excellent businesswoman and recognize the need to negotiate here. “All right, commission king,” I say, calling my uncle by our family’s nickname for him, “I’ll consider your offer, but I won’t do it for a penny less than thirty percent.”

“Fifteen,” he counters.

“Twenty-five.”

“Twenty.”

“You’ve got a deal,” I say, standing and sticking out my hand.

“Keaton, have I taught you nothing?” He doesn’t move. “Stand your ground. I would have given you twenty-five.”

“I would have done it for fifteen.”

He laughs. “Touché.” He removes the key from the ring in his pocket and gives me a hug.

“Do you want to have lunch, sweetheart?” Mom asks. “Talk through your terrible day?”

“Forget lunch,” Lon says. “The girl needs a drink. But on the bright side, maybe you can take up water aerobics or tai chi while you’re here. Get them to puree your food for you. Chewing is overrated.”

I laugh. Mom and Dad’s part of the building isn’t like that, and Lon knows it, but he finds it endlessly hilarious that his younger sister has moved herself two steps away from a nursing home despite even a remote hint of a medical problem.

“Hey, Keat?”

“Yeah.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I say as he kisses my cheek. “Love you.”

One of our family rules is that no matter what happens in life, even if you’re in the middle of a life-altering fight, you don’t leave without telling everyone how much you love them.

“Love you. Want me to help you look for flights?”

I scoff. “Yeah. Right.” I hate to fly. I mean, hate it. Obviously, a thirty-three-year-old who has been places in life has had to fly on numerous occasions. But getting me through requires Xanax for days, cortisone for the welts I get, and visualization meditation—and sometimes, even all that doesn’t help. I have been to therapy to try to get to the root of why I am so terrified to fly. But it seems I am one of those special cases where there is no real reason.

“I’ll drive,” I say definitively.

“It’s a ten-hour drive, Keaton,” Lon says with an eye roll. Lon knows I’m scared to fly, but he finds it absurd. Now that I know he’s never sold his childhood home, I feel a little like the pot and the kettle.

“You should drive in case you want to take a few things from the house,” Mom interjects.

I highly doubt that I will, but I appreciate that she has saved me. I’ll take the vintage Bronco Jonathan bought me as a birthday surprise—the one that, I’ll be honest, I was hoping was going to be an engagement ring. Whatever. I’m not giving it back. Severance.

After Lon leaves, I have another thought. “Do I need to get a hotel room in Beaufort?”

Mom looks out the window distractedly. “No. There should be a bed left for you to sleep in.” She pauses. “You’ll love it, Keaton. It’s downtown, right on the water, surrounded by the most beautiful houses and shops and restaurants…”

She trails off and I watch her, wishing I could read her mind, wondering why she never went back if she loved it so much. My stomach turns. If my mother could keep a secret as big as a whole house, what else has she been keeping from me? As she turns and smiles with her mouth but not her eyes, a feeling deep in my gut tells me I’m not sure I want to know.






Keaton Wish You Were Here


I’m chatting on the phone with my brother, Harris, as I drive, squinting, over the tiny drawbridge that leads into Beaufort and past the adorable WELCOME TO BEAUFORT, NC, POPULATION 4,789 sign. Yesterday I got up super early to leave and made it all the way from New York to Raleigh, spent the night with one of my cousins, and left around seven this morning so that I could be here early. It’s ten fifteen as I cross the bridge, and I am mesmerized by the way the sun dances on the water, illuminating the dreamy marshes on my left and the open water on my right.

“This place is like a postcard,” I say.

“I don’t know what that means,” Harris responds through my car speaker, and I’m annoyed because I can tell, from how distracted he sounds, that he is responding to an email or something. In his defense, it’s a Wednesday and some people have to work. I reach over to the passenger seat with one hand to rub my dog Salt’s fluffy blond head.

We get—well, got—four paid volunteer days per year at All Welcome, and I usually did at least two at the local animal shelter. During a regular day of feeding cats and changing newspapers, a woman came in in tears.

“My son is allergic to dogs,” she said, squeezing a little ball of blond fur close to her.

She explained that her family had gotten a mini Goldendoodle for that very reason, because he was hypoallergenic. “But as it turns out,” she said, “he’s allergic to dog saliva. Any time Salt licks him, he breaks out in hives.”

I winced.

“I don’t know what to do! I can’t find any friends or family to take him.” She snuggled him up under her chin. “But I can’t put my son’s health at risk.”

I hadn’t thought through the responsibility one bit when I blurted out, “I’ll take him.”

“Please don’t let them put him down,” she sobbed, the dog licking her tears.

It was possibly the most heartbreaking thing I’d ever seen. “No, I’ll adopt him. He’s adorable.”

She sniffed and looked up at me. “What?”

I nodded. “I’ll take Salt home with me today.”

She gasped. “You will? He’s so sweet, and he’s had all his shots, and I have a crate in the car and tons of toys and food.”

She was talking me into something I’d already agreed to. “I promise I’ll take the best care of him. Don’t worry.” I paused. “And I’ll write down my address so you can come visit him any time you want.”

She took a deep breath and, like it was taking all the strength she had, handed him over to me. She rubbed his ears, kissed his head, and said, “I love you, Salty. You’re the best pup in the whole world.” She kissed him again and composed herself enough to say, “Thank you so much. I’ll leave everything by the door.”

I knew then that she couldn’t see him again. I snuggled my face into the softest dog fur I had ever felt as Salt whimpered, watching his human mom leave him. I looked into his dark eyes with the longest lashes I’d ever seen and said, “Hi, little guy. We’re going to be best friends.” As if he knew what I was saying, he covered my face in kisses.

What can I say? It was love at first lick.

I look over at him now, full grown at thirty-one pounds, sitting at attention in the passenger seat. He was the best rash decision I ever made.

“You know,” I say to Harris, exasperated, “Beaufort so far is like a ‘Wish you were here’ postcard.”

“Like the ones with the flamingos?” he asks.

“You are impossible,” I say, and he laughs. “And you will not be getting a postcard from me.”

I turn right by a row of white clapboard houses and, when I reach the stop sign, fall instantly in love with the street in front of me. Its ancient trees reach up to touch each other, forming a canopy over the road. The water is only a block in front of me, and, even from a distance, the sun shining on it creates a sea of diamonds.

“Did you know Lon and Mom still owned this house?” I ask.

“No. I had no idea.”

“So then why aren’t you more surprised it exists?”

“Why are you surprised? Mom and Lon are totally nuts, Keat. Nothing they tell us surprises me anymore.”

I kind of get where he is coming from.

“This place is magical,” I say, taking in the beauty of the quaint downtown. I love places where you can work and live and eat and shop without ever getting in your car. It was one of the things that always appealed to me about Manhattan.

“I know you’re trying to make me come down there, but I’m not doing it,” he responds.

I drive slowly and smile at all the double front porches—and the people sitting on them who wave as I pass, as if they are expecting my arrival.

My GPS tells me to turn left onto Sunset Lane, which I do. “I don’t need you,” I say. “How hard can this be? Clean up a house, put it on the market, sell it in like a day, go home.”

Home. Where is home now? Not with Jonathan. Not at my parents’, where my mother told me, in no uncertain terms, that I would not lie around and rot. Her exact words. Not at All Welcome where, apparently, I am the only one who is not welcome. Well, good riddance. I don’t want to be with those sycophants anyway. But even as I think it, my heart breaks a little. I did love Jonathan. At one time, anyway. I am furious that he could have been sleeping with his ex-wife for months while we were together, upset at myself that I hadn’t known.

But, even more than that, I am mourning the loss of my life, what’s driven me for the past twelve years. They are launching the first book for All Welcome’s new lifestyle imprint today—the first book that wasn’t penned by Allison, anyway. I spent more than a year working on marketing plans for Growing with Grace, a stunning coffee-table-style parenting book written by mommy blogger extraordinaire Grace Collette. And I won’t be there to see it launch. I won’t be there to oversee the massive pub day party at Serendipity 3, where influencer parents and their impeccably dressed children will sip the legendary frozen hot chocolate while perusing their copies—and, obviously, posing for social media pictures. My stomach grips.

“Okay,” Harris says, redirecting my attention back to the task at hand. “I have a sense that this will somehow be more difficult than you think it’s going to be.”

“Well, I have the whole summer,” I say. “As long as it’s sold by Labor Day, Lon says we’re good.” And then, “Harris… I have to find a job.” I groan.

“You’ll be fine,” he says. “People will be lining up to hire you.”

Brotherly confidence is nice. I peer out the window and stop when my GPS tells me to. Seven Sunset Lane. Like the other homes in the neighborhood, it is a large white clapboard house with a pair of brick chimneys, black shutters, a double front porch, and a white picket fence. It is beautiful.

“Harris,” I gasp. “It’s perfection. It’s a storybook house.”

“Write me from happily ever after. I’ll be here in New York awaiting your distress calls.”

“Haha,” I say, hanging up and hopping out of the Bronco.

I can’t immediately tell if the brick driveway to the left of the house is mine—or, well, my grandparents’. Am I claiming ownership of this place already? To be safe, I swing into a parking spot by the water across from it. It seems to be the only one left, which surprises me in a town this small.

I walk around to the passenger seat, clip Salt’s leash to his harness, and hoist him out of the car.

I wave at a mom pushing a little boy in a stroller as the breeze gently pushes my hair back in the most perfect way. I have to stop myself from thinking how much she would probably love Growing with Grace. “Dog!” the boy calls with glee, pointing to Salt, who jumps on the stroller enthusiastically.

“I am so sorry!” I exclaim, but the toddler squeals with delight.

“Oh, no, it’s fine,” the mom chuckles. “We’re very dog friendly.”

I smile, corral Salt, and walk across the street to stand in front of my grandparents’ house. The paint looks fresh, which is notable given the toll saltwater can take. The yard is newly mowed. Bright red begonias grace a pair of black planters on either side of the front door. I look down at Salt, who is sitting attentively at my feet. “This is going to be a piece of cake,” I say. He tilts his head at me like he gets it.

I unclip his leash and open the gate, and he runs through. I close it behind me, making sure it’s latched. Salt isn’t the escaping kind, but I’m still glad the tiny front yard is surrounded by a sweet white picket fence.

I make my way up the brick walk and the three front steps to the porch. I turn to take in the beautiful view of Taylor Creek in front of me as Salt chases a butterfly around the yard. I am totally taken aback because, when Mom and Lon talked about “the creek” that was by their house growing up, I visualized a shallow, babbling, stone-filled thing. This, instead, is a wide, deep channel that connects the ocean and the sound. It’s a thing of beauty. And it is most certainly not a creek. There’s a little island across the way, covered with green trees, and people are kayaking to it. I want to be one of those people.

I turn to the front door, scolding myself. You aren’t going to be here long. Don’t get attached.

I’m fiddling with the key Uncle Lon has given me, which seems like it doesn’t quite fit. I finally get it in the corroded lock and, as I turn it, open the front door to find green shag carpet in the entry. Salt peers inside too. Then he looks up at me. “I know,” I say. “I’m kind of scared.” I take a deep breath. “But we’re here. It’s now or never.”

As if I’ve inspired him, Salt tears into the house, and I decide to step over the threshold. I squeal as I walk through a spiderweb.

I’m frantically wiping the silk threads off myself, praying there isn’t a spider on me too. My dad always says that walking through a spiderweb is good luck, and from the look of this place, I’m going to need all the luck I can get.

The dust floating in the light streaming through the windows is the first thing I notice. I cough. Clearly, the person who has been “cleaning” this house is not doing a great job. I take in the butter-yellow couch, which is flanked by a pair of wood-framed chairs—all super retro. Well, of course they’re retro. They’re original seventies pieces.

What strikes me even more, though, is the newspaper neatly folded at the end of the couch, the black patent leather pumps sitting by the sofa, the pair of glasses on the wooden coffee table, the small stack of mail in the center.

My heart starts to race. I was expecting to walk into a spartan, nearly empty house. Their shoes are still sitting here, for heaven’s sake. I pick up a framed photo on a wooden end table and realize that I have never seen a photo of my grandparents before. It has never struck me as odd until right now. They are probably around my parents’ age in the photo, dancing and grinning at each other with such love that it makes my heart feel full. Instantly, I picture them in this house, place them here among the things they chose and loved. I can almost imagine them walking right through the front door.

I put the picture down and open the window closest to me. There isn’t much dust collecting on the windowsills, which is a positive. I walk through the den with its plaid couch and huge wooden box of a TV, noting the dead roaches in the corners. I pick up something that looks like a sci-fi ray gun, examining the buttons. “Is this the remote?” I ask out loud.

A glass candy dish sits full of change, a pair of sunglasses hanging on its side.

I step slowly into the dining room, which is less seventies, more classic. The linen tablecloth has turned beige in places, and the Herend chargers—the same ones my mother has—are still on the table. Is this the aftermath of a dinner party? Or a table waiting to be set? I pick up the place card at the head of the table and trace Townsend with my finger.

I keep walking, running my finger along the mantel above the fireplace, watching the dust fly. The kitchen is such a time capsule I have to laugh.

Everything is shades of green and yellow, but what catches my eye is my grandmother’s silver in a pile on the counter, turned gray and black with time, but clean and waiting to be put away.

My mind races as I realize the herculean task before me. I don’t even want to think about the bedrooms—one of which I’m going to have to clean if I want to sleep here.

I can’t resist the urge to text my mother: Do you think you might have misled me about what I was walking into?

I am trying to be sympathetic, but come on. This is so typical. Just let Keaton do it herself. Why would she need any help? Not at six. Not at sixteen. Certainly not at thirty-three.

Is there a lot to do, darling? I haven’t been there in so long I hardly remember.

Uh-huh. Yeah. You don’t remember leaving the place like a mausoleum? Sure. The thought gives me the creeps. As I look around the kitchen and peek back at the dining table that looks like everyone just got up and left, I have the distinct feeling that this place must be, has to be, haunted. As if on cue, a cold shiver runs down my spine.

This place is like an untouched crime scene, I respond.

This is actually the craziest thing I’ve ever seen. I’m reeling as I look around at the wood-paneled walls, the dark cabinets.

It’s like everyone walked out of here almost fifty years ago, locked the door, and never came back. Salt—thankfully—bounds into the room. “Buddy, this place is so creepy.”

That’s when I realize he has something in his mouth. “Salt,” I call as he runs off again. “Come here right now!” As I chase him, I yell, “Drop it! Drop it!”

I literally cannot believe it when he does. He’s so stinking cute, but he is not a good listener. I lean over to pick up whatever was in his mouth and brace myself for something truly horrifying—something of the fur-and-tail variety, perhaps. But instead, it’s a beautiful white leather notebook with REBECCA SAINT JAMES’S GUIDE TO ENTERTAINING embossed in gold on the cover. In the bottom right-hand corner, in the same gold, is embossed 1976.

I hear a noise near the cabinets and, without looking up, run out of there, notebook in my hand, Salt on my heels. Maybe it’s a ghost, maybe it isn’t. But I can’t stick around another second to find out.

It’s only as I clip Salt’s leash to his harness in the bright morning sun that I realize that, for the first time in my life, I am holding something of my grandmother’s. My grandmother’s. And the only thing that could possibly inspire me to walk back through that front door is the feeling that washes over me, that little voice telling me I want to know more.






Becks Tongue-in-Cheek



AUGUST 28, 1976


Tip: The most important part of hosting any good event, Virginia—whether it’s for 5 or 250—is making sure that everyone feels cared for, catered to, and included. Come to think of it, that just might be the secret to most great relationships. Being the person who cares for others is an undervalued role in our society. But it is, I’ve found, perhaps the very most important role one can play.



Everyone knew that Rebecca Saint James’s dinner parties were legendary. They were, in fact, the hottest ticket in the small seaside town of Beaufort, North Carolina. And for good reason, she thought as she examined her reflection in the sterling silver cutlery and set each piece back down on the felt polishing cloth, a ritual she undertook before every dinner as women bustled around her kitchen, making lobster salad and her mother-in-law’s famous key lime pie. (Her mother-in-law was tricky. But her key lime pie? It was one of the secrets to Rebecca’s—Becks, to those in the know—famous dinner parties.)

Her white clapboard house, built by her husband’s family in 1769, had air-conditioning now, but Chef Evelyn, who had been with them for decades, who prepared everything based on Becks’s exacting recipes and standards, still preferred to work with the windows open, sea breeze pouring in. It made things a bit warmer for the servers, who were dressed to the nines in brass-button blazers with matching slacks and shiny wingtips. But no one argued with Chef Evelyn in her kitchen. Not even Rebecca Saint James.

Any guest in attendance could see right away that being served at a ratio of three guests to one uniformed server was extravagant. Any guest could taste that the food was fresh, fine, and cooked to perfection. They could smell that the flowers were in full bloom, feel that the linens, handed down from Becks’s grandmother, were expertly pressed. But only the most discerning guest could describe just why he or she had such a fabulous time. The secret, the magic formula, was the guest list.

Becks spent an exorbitant amount of time dreaming of her weekly “summer suppers.” It was a bit of a tongue-in-cheek title, much in the way that the sprawling, three-story, six-bedroom home was the “beach cottage.” She planned menus with wine pairings, some fancy, some fun. She chose the tableware and decor for each evening. But she spent the most time curating the perfect twelve people to sit around her dinner table. Becks brought people together who all had a common thread that bound them—one that quite often went unnoticed.

The esteemed twelve of the first summer supper this year had all been raised by parents in politics. The next, they all cheered for the same college basketball team. The one after that, the party varied in age, but they were all from the same home state of Alabama. Even if the guests didn’t recognize the commonality, it somehow connected them in an invisible way that made them leave saying, “That was the best dinner party I’ve ever been to.”

That was the enchantment of it all. Beyond the experience, the connection among the guests was paramount. And that was why, as Becks sat at the head of her dining room table with her pencil and slim white leather notebook in hand, she smiled, thinking how perfect the last dinner party of the summer would be.

The notebook was embossed in gold with REBECCA SAINT JAMES’S GUIDE TO ENTERTAINING stamped smartly on the cover. Townsend had been very proud of the gift, and they had had a good laugh over it; only Becks would need an entire notebook to keep her parties in order. But, in her Becks way, she had put it to good use, not only keeping track of her guests, menus, and checklists, as she always did, but also taking the opportunity to write notes to her twenty-three-year-old daughter, Virginia, to pass along all the wisdom she’d gleaned over decades of hostessing. A mother only had so much time, and a daughter could only listen so much, after all.

Yes, all this entertaining could be tricky. Earlier in the summer, for instance, her husband’s friend and fellow physician Daniel had sidled up to her by the poolside bar at the house he shared with his wife, Patricia, and asked: “Becks, why is it that Townsend and I fish together every week, that you and Patricia shop and chat on the phone for hours, but we have yet to be invited to a legendary dinner party this summer? Truth be told, I feel like we should be invited to them all.”

Ordinarily, asking to come to a party was an automatic cause for blacklisting. But, well, one couldn’t very well blacklist Daniel Walker. For Becks, it wasn’t because he was the town’s beloved physician or because he was widely considered a legend in his own time. It was because he and Patricia were two of her dearest friends. She would have liked to have invited her best friends to every party, it was true. But it was, alas, against the rules.

“Daniel, for one thing, we have only had three parties so far. For the other, you know very well why I can’t invite you to every one.”

He had sipped the champagne out of the coupe in his hand—they were celebrating the season, after all—and grinned at her. “But see, Becks, that’s the thing. I very much do not know why.”

Becks sighed. “Because the basis of my dinner parties is that everyone is on equal footing. You…” she waved her hand at him like she was scolding a child in mud-stained clothes before church, “suck all the air out of the room.”

She loved him, and she was partly teasing. But in every kidding, wasn’t there ten percent truth? Being the doctor in a town this size was like being royalty. Combined with the fact that Daniel’s family had founded the town way back when, people found him intimidating. Not to mention that the man had more stories than God and loved to dominate a conversation, which was a strict no-no at Becks’s dinner parties.

“What if I wear a disguise? A mask? A cape?”

He was teasing her now, but she was actually considering the idea.

“Don’t punish Patricia just because I suck all the air out of the room,” he continued. “I’ll behave, I promise.”

“No outlandish stories?”

He shook his head.

“No tall tales? No waxing poetic and enrapturing the guests so no one else gets a word in edgewise?”

He put his hand over his heart in faux offense. “I thought those qualities were what made me a good dinner party guest.”

“No,” Becks said. “Those things make you a good friend and lend you a fabulous bedside manner. They make you a tiresome guest.”

He laughed.

“You have to promise,” she said.

“Fine. No tales, stories, poetic waxings, interesting musings of any sort. I shall be dull, drab, and utterly unlikable.”

Unlikable the man was not. “Fine. If you can promise, I will consider your proposal.”

Becks smiled just thinking of the exchange as she reviewed the guest list for tonight. The last weekend in August meant the last party of the season, which just so happened to be Becks’s birthday celebration as well. They would be joined by Daniel and Patricia and their other dear friends Ellen and Milton, along with Becks and Townsend’s daughter and her very serious boyfriend, Robert. Their son, Lon, would be there with his girl of the summer. Dear Violet, who had just moved to town—single, if you could even imagine such a thing. She was excited that Patricia had dreamed up a blind date for the girl, if a little disappointed that there would be a total stranger at her table tonight. But, well, these things couldn’t be helped. And Patricia—who was the only one with the inside scoop on Becks’s dinner party connections—had assured her that her link between guests would be saved: the date was an avid boater, as was everyone around the table. Sure, it wasn’t the most inspired dinner party link. But it was passable.

As she stood and placed her notebook and pencil on the antique buffet, Becks considered whether she would dress the table in her favorite handmade lace tablecloth, the special one with details so beautiful it could bring a tear to the eye. Or if something plainer and more modern would be better.

As she walked to the linen closet where her tablecloths and napkins hung, starched and pressed all in a row, she decided that this was a night for special. Because tonight would not just be the last summer supper of the season.

Tonight would be the last summer supper of Rebecca Saint James’s life.








Keaton Not a Ma’am


A walk with Salt is just what I need to clear my head. But, never having been to Beaufort, I have no idea where I’m going—or want to be going, for that matter. I feel like I need a drink, but it’s only 11 a.m. But I could get a bloody Mary and call it brunch… As I’m weighing my options, I turn the corner and Salt jumps onto an older woman on the sidewalk. “Salt, down!” I call. “Sit!” He relents but continues to stare at her.

“I’m so sorry,” I say.

“It’s okay,” she says, leaning down to pat his head. “Hello, Salt.”

She looks to be around my mother’s age—late sixties, early seventies. She has short, stylish hair that is that particularly gorgeous silver that I imagine only the very, very lucky get. She is wearing a dress that indicates she has just come from a very southern lady event. A church tea, perhaps. Maybe bridge?

She smiles, and the corners of her bright blue eyes crinkle. She is already tan for May. I can picture her being one of those women who dives effortlessly into the ocean as though she is very much at one with nature, like the dolphins pop up and lend their fins for her to hold onto so they can carry her along. I decide right then and there that while I’m in Beaufort I will take up swimming in the sound. I have established, after all, that I need hobbies.

I can tell she is studying me. Intently. And it is making me uncomfortable.

“I’m Violet Scott,” she says, as if realizing the way she is staring at me is weird.

“I’m Keaton Smith,” I say. “Well,” I add, pointing toward the house, “Keaton Saint James Smith.”

At that, Violet throws her arms around me, pulling me to her with so much force that I almost drop my grandmother’s notebook, which I forgot I’m still holding. I feel like I have to hug her back because it’s going to be more awkward if I don’t.

She pulls away, wiping tears from her eyes. “You are the spitting image of Rebecca Saint James.”

“Really?” No one has ever told me this. But then again, no one has ever told me much about my grandparents.

“Thanks,” I say, meaning it. “I’m here to clean out their house, but…”

“It looks like they’re about to walk right back through the door, and it’s eerie?” She smiles through her tears.

I nod. “Oh my gosh. Yes! How did you know?”

“Everyone knows that house has been untouched since the seventies—” Violet’s eyes widen, and she points to the notebook. “Is that…?” She covers her mouth, and her eyes fill again.

“What?” I ask.

“It’s just that Becks always carried that notebook with her. I’m just shocked it wasn’t in her purse when she—” She stops and clears her throat.

I get this tingly sensation all over.

“I always wondered what she was writing in that notebook,” Violet finishes. It feels like she was about to say something else and then changed her mind. But that’s a mystery for another day.

“Rebecca Saint James’s Guide to Entertaining,” Violet says wistfully, looking at the notebook like it’s her own family heirloom. “Oh, honey, she was famous for her dinner parties. They were the stuff of legend.”

“Really?”

She nods. “Oh, yes. Her summer suppers. She had one every week from Memorial Day until the end of August—her birthday weekend—and they were out of this world.”

I smile, loving this anecdote about the woman I never knew. “Did you go?” I ask.

Violet nods. “To the last one.” She bites her lip, and I realize she wishes she hadn’t said that. A chill runs through me.

She touches my arm. “Do you need help? With the house? I’m happy to help you. We all wanted to help after… Well, you know. But your mom and uncle asked us to just leave it be, so we did.”

I want to say yes and fall into the arms of this kind stranger who knew my grandparents. But I am, by all accounts, an adult. And this is something I should be able to handle. So I stand up straighter, gather my courage, and say, “Thank you, Violet, but I think I’m okay.”

She smiles and points to the house behind her. “Well, my husband and I are just right here. So if you need anything at all don’t hesitate.”

After she says goodbye, it takes everything inside of me to walk back to the house. I remind myself that I am here to do a job: sell a property, get a commission check. There is no such thing as ghosts.

But as I walk back into the kitchen, I hear a distinct scratching sound. Salt’s head shoots up, and I scream, which makes him bark. “This place is so haunted!” I shriek.

I gather all my courage and look up, making out the distinct flash of a bushy tail. Salt takes off, barking, and a squirrel scurries up on top of the counters. I shiver, wondering which is worse, a ghost or a rodent. As the squirrel runs across the counters I scream again, throwing the side door open, my eyes never leaving the animal. Maybe a squirrel in your kitchen is worse than a ghost.

The squirrel is still. Salt is quiet. They are in a standoff, and I feel myself start to breathe again because surely I can handle a squirrel. But then I turn toward the open glass-paned door that leads from the kitchen down to a side gate and scream again. A little boy—maybe ten or eleven?—with shaggy blond hair and big, inquisitive blue eyes is staring at me, totally still. So still that he can’t be human. I look down at Salt, whose eyes are pinned on him. Good. At least he can see him too. But he isn’t barking or jumping or doing any of his usual Salt things. And dogs can see the supernatural, right?

“Do you want me to get my pellet gun?” the maybe-ghost, maybe-child asks.

I reach my index finger out and put it on his shoulder. Flesh and bone. Thank goodness.

He looks at me curiously.

“I was making sure you were real,” I say. “You know, not a ghost.” He smiles, and I wince. “I’m sorry. I’m not really good at talking to kids.”

He shrugs. “You’re doing all right. So… pellet gun?”

“Um, I’m not sure what a pellet gun is, but I think no.”

He gives me an indulgent half-smile, like I’ve said something cute. “It’s for the squirrels. It won’t kill them, just kind of nudge them along.”

I look down at Salt, who is now stretched out on the floral vinyl floor. Some protector. There is a squirrel threatening to destroy the house. There is a strange (but cute!) kid in my kitchen. And the dog is just lying there.

Ghost boy grabs a broom that is standing in the corner. I want to tell him not to touch it. There is something sacred about this place, like it’s an archaeological dig, and if I can just leave everything exactly where it is, I can uncover the secrets of a lost civilization. He looks at me. “Um. You might want to go in the next room or something.”

“Are you sure? Because, I mean, you’re just a child and—”

“I’m a child who’s not afraid of a little squirrel.”

“Okay!” I shout, running through the door to my right, into the library—for the first time—and shivering all over.

“Come on, squirrely,” I hear him saying as I notice all the books in here. “I’m not going to hurt you. That’s good. Let’s just make our way outside.”

I hear the door slam and peek out of the library to see him walk back inside. “Is he gone?”

That indulgent half-smile. “Well, sure, that one is. But ma’am, I hate to tell you: when it comes to squirrels, where there’s one, there are more.”

“Please don’t call me ma’am.”

“I have to. Dad will get mad.”

“Well, tell him I’m only thirty-three, and I’m not a ma’am.”

He shrugs. “Hey, you know no one has been in this house for like a hundred years, right?”

Well, not exactly, but it sure feels like it. I take the broom from him and put it in the exact same spot where he found it, noticing how dusty it is. “Yeah. I know. I’m the granddaughter of the people who used to live here.”

“Oh yeah. My dad says they died. Sorry about that.”

I’m about to say it’s okay, that I never knew them, but as if the aforementioned dad senses we’re discussing him, I hear a man’s voice calling from the other side of the fence. “Anderson!”

“Are you Anderson?”

He nods.

“Coming, Dad!”

Before Anderson can leave, a man in a rumpled work shirt opens the side gate that leads from his driveway to my porch. My porch. How have I already become so possessive over this place? It seems absurd, considering that I didn’t even know there was a gate until like three minutes ago. At any rate, it only takes me about two seconds to realize that this man is really something to see. His dark hair—shorter than Anderson’s but still just as shaggy—bounces when he jogs up my back steps, and it doesn’t take long for me to realize he has his son’s same blue eyes—or vice versa, I suppose.

I smile beguilingly, even though he is obviously someone’s dad and likely married. And if he’s not, he’s probably some sort of lunatic, because clearly that is all I have the capacity to be attracted to. Before I can introduce myself with something charming, hot stranger-dad says, “What are you doing with my son?”

I am immediately defensive. “Um, excuse me, your son is practically an intruder in my home.” Then I look down at Anderson and realize I might get him in trouble. “But now we’re basically friends.” Mad dad glares at me as I trail off with, “As one sometimes becomes with intruders…”

“I was just helping her with her squirrels, Dad.”

He finally looks around and, stepping over the threshold, says, “Oh my God. I thought it was just another stupid urban legend, but people are right. No one has touched this house since 1976.” Then, still not really acknowledging my presence, he says, “Come on, Anderson. We’ve got to go.”

He walks out the side door. No tell the nice lady bye or anything. He acts like I am a kidnapper. Where does he get off? I am a ma’am for god’s sake. Evidently. Anderson looks up apologetically. “Well, I better go.”

“I don’t think your dad likes me,” I say, feeling kind of sulky, which is stupid. The guy doesn’t even know me. What do I care if he likes me? Only, I do care. I need people to like me.

“Oh, he doesn’t like anyone but me, so I wouldn’t take it personal.”

That is when I notice Anderson’s freckles, and I immediately wonder if his dad has those same freckles under his layer of scruff. I give myself a mental kick. You don’t wonder things like that about people’s dads.

“Oh, I bet he likes your mom,” I say, trying to get a hold of myself.

Anderson shakes his head. “I don’t have a mom.”

I gasp. “Oh, gosh. Did she die?”

“You’re right. No ma’am would ever ask me if my mom is dead.”

I grimace. “I’m sorry. See, I told you—not great at talking to kids. But I mean… You didn’t really answer.”

He shakes his head. “She left us when I was a baby. Dad and I don’t ever talk about her, so it’s just like I never had one.”

Huh. Well, now, that’s interesting. “I’m Keaton by the way,” I say, figuring it’s past time to introduce myself. “And I’ll have lemonade and cookies for you next time. I’m just, um, not quite prepared for company.”

We both look around the kitchen, and it is clear that even though he is under five feet tall, Anderson feels my pain.

“Okay, well, I’ll come check on you later.”

It is so cute and kind, I almost burst into tears.

Anderson starts toward the door and then stops, turning back. “Oh, and Keaton, I’m not a ghost. But just because I’m not doesn’t mean you don’t have them.”

I cross my arms. “Well, that’s just a huge help there. Thanks, Anderson.”

As he’s about to leave, the side gate opens again. “Violet!” Anderson shouts excitedly, running outside.

“My main man,” she says, ruffling his hair.

Violet walks in as Anderson waves goodbye. “I don’t want to intrude,” Violet says, “but when we were talking earlier you just seemed a little…”

“Terrified?” I fill in for her.

She laughs. “Like you’d seen a ghost.”

She hit the nail on the head. “Turned out to be a squirrel, actually,” I say. But I know that’s not what she means.

Violet looks around the kitchen, seeming dazed to find herself there. Then, as if she doesn’t even realize she’s doing it, she wanders into the gorgeous paneled library crammed with books. You can tell by the way it’s arranged that this is a real library for real readers. The paneling in here isn’t the cheap 1970s stuff either. It’s the good stuff, and I can tell it has been here as long as the house itself. “Walnut?” I ask Violet. She’s obviously the kind of woman who can identify fine woods with one glance.
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