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Chapter One
Of the five people in the Jefferson family, four qualified as geniuses. I was the other Jefferson, the one who didn't make straight A's. My gift was common sense, so at nineteen I pretty much ran the household. Thank goodness my parents made enough money for me to hire someone to do our car maintenance, lawn care, cleaning, and laundry. That left me free to do the cooking, which was good practice for later, when I became chef at a really awesome restaurant--my life's goal.
My legendary kitchen skills were the reason my youngest big sister Lucy, who was twenty-four, asked me to spend the summer after my high school graduation in Shreveport preparing breakfast at her new B & B. Hurricane Farrah was the reason I drove up there three days early. My brother-in-law of four years, Andy Edwards, had been called-up to Houma, Louisiana with the rest of his National Guard unit to help victims get their lives back together. Though it wasn't his fault he left Lucy in a lurch, I still sort of blamed him. I believed the whole weekend bed-and-breakfast idea was his to begin with. And now Lucy, eight months pregnant, was all alone with grand opening days away.
The clock on my dash said 1:00 p.m. when I finally turned onto their winding drive Wednesday afternoon. Thanks to my Yahoo map, I'd found the place easily enough. The house looked picture perfect in the rain. I'd always wanted to live in a Victorian mansion with lots of hidden closets and secret staircases. It was going to be a fun summer.
After a quick call to my mom to tell her I'd made it, I got out of the car. A gust of hot muggy wind ruffled my hair as I climbed the front steps. Suddenly breathless, I used my inhaler, and then glanced at the sky, dark gray and threatening. Lightning snaked across it. Perfect, I thought with a huge grin. I loved stormy weather and regretted having to stick my head, my bag, and my guitar case inside the cool foyer.
"Anybody home?"
The pungent odor of fresh paint and varnish burned my nose as I fully opened the front door and stepped all the way into the house. I slowly approached the bottom of the wide carpeted staircase that rose to the second story, wondering briefly about the effects of fumes on pregnant women and their unborn children--not to mention asthmatic me--something Lucy probably hadn't thought of.
A joyful squeal announced my sister, who burst through a door at the end of the long hallway to the right of the stairs.
I noted her sock feet and the highly polished wood floor. "Don't run!"
Lucy immediately slowed down, but still reached me in seconds. "I'm so glad you're here!" She engulfed me in a huge hug, with Casey Thomas Edwards squashed between us. Yeah, the baby was a boy, the first in our family. My other older sister Abby had two girls.
"Me, too."
When my sister released me, she brushed back the strands of pale blond hair that had escaped her short pony tail. Her shimmering brown eyes reinforced her obvious relief that I'd arrived. "I've missed everyone so much."
"We've missed you, too. Dallas isn't the same. You should never have moved away."
She ignored that. "So what do you think of the place?"
"I'm crazy about it."
"Really?" Her smile got a little brighter. "Leave your gear. I'll show you around."
"Okay." I stuffed my inhaler, keys, and cell into the pocket of my capris and followed Lucy into a vast living room. The furniture in there had been pushed to one wall and draped to protect it from paint splatters. Though I saw a ladder, drop cloth, paint cans, and brushes, no one was working at the moment. I wondered if they were at lunch or something. "Nice."
"Thanks." She pointed to the fireplace on the west wall. "That mantel and those shelves came from Andy's great-great-grandfather's house. The kerosene lanterns did, too. Aren't they pretty?"
"Love 'em."
"We found most of those books in a box in the attic. They're really old. I haven't actually had time to look closely at them, but I will one of these days." She turned toward another wall. "That rug rolled up over in the corner was Andy's grandmother's. We had to have a few spots rewoven and the edges re-fringed, of course, but it's perfect for the room."
I glanced to where she pointed and wished they'd given the deep gold fringe more thought. All they needed was for a guest to trip over it and sue. I made a mental note to ask if they had liability insurance, not that my sister would even know.
"The dining area's through here." Once again Lucy led the way.
I trailed her into another large room, this one with very high ceilings that accommodated a gorgeous chandelier.
"This is the rainbow room. You should see what happens when the evening sun streams through that window and hits the prisms. The whole east wall is splashed with color. It's absolutely gorgeous."
"I'll bet." How on earth would they clean that thing? I wondered, dubiously eyeing the dozens of crystals that dangled overhead. I saw several rolls of wallpaper and noted that someone had papered one half of one wall in a soft floral print. The other walls looked prepped for the paper, but bare.
"All the guests will sit here for breakfast each morning. You'll cook and then serve everything buffet style."
I glanced at the elegant walnut table in question, noting that there were ten chairs around it. "How many bedrooms are there?"
"Four for paying guests on the second floor; two for visiting family or friends on the third. Andy and I have our own living area at the back of the house."
So they had enough seating even if all the paying guests showed up at once to eat. That was a relief.
"Just wait until you see the kitchen." Lucy grabbed my hand and dragged me through a small walkway into a thoroughly modern cooking area. I saw stainless steel everything and felt a rush of sheer joy. Then I sniffed.
"Is something burning?"
With a cry, Lucy rushed to the gas stove and opened the heavy oven door. Smoke roiled out of it. She grabbed a couple of potholders and pulled out a sheet of crispy black cookies.
"Careful." I stepped forward to turn the oven off and shut the door. "What kind were they?"
"Chocolate chip," she told me. "Your favorite."
"What a nice surprise!"
"But you can't eat them."
"It's the thought that counts." I watched as she used one of the potholders to scrape the blackened cookies directly into the waste can. They instantly melted the trash bag lining it, of course, but she didn't notice, and I certainly didn't say anything.
I heard her sniffle.
"It doesn't matter," I quickly said. "Don't get upset."
Lucy began to cry and tossed the cookie sheet into the sink, which was empty, thank goodness. Cold water would've warped it. As it was, a drip from the faucet sizzled on the hot metal.
"I can't do anything right."
"Of course you can." I led her out of the smoky kitchen and into the next room, which turned out to be a combination office/artist's loft. We sat on the window seat, facing a wall of Lucy's paintings, apparently on display for selling purposes. "Look what you've accomplished so far."
"A-Andy did m-most of it."
"But you helped, I'm sure."
"W-well, he isn't t-that good at decorating."
"See there?" Was this tearful tangle of insecurities really Lucy, the confident sister who'd studied art for a year in Europe? What on earth had marriage done to her?
At that moment, the doorbell rang. I looked at Lucy; she looked back at me and shrugged. She started to get up, but I stopped her. "Why don't you chill for a minute? I'll take care of it."
When I opened the front door, I found a guy--a buff, tan, very tall guy--standing in front of me with a sports bag at his feet.
"Hello."
"Hi. Is, um, Lucy here?" He tried to see past me into the shadowy foyer.
I blocked his view. Lucy Edwards now had a guard dog, and her name was Jenny. "Maybe. Who are you?"
"Who are you?"
"I asked first."
He blinked. "Jase Edwards."
Whoa! "As in Andy's little brother, Jase?" The sullen teen who'd done his level best to ruin my big sister's fairy tale wedding?
"That's right." He frowned slightly. "And you're...?"
"Jenny Jefferson."
His eyebrows shot up. "As in Lucy's little sister, Jenny?"
I nodded, vividly recalling the last time we'd stood face to face like this. I was pretty sure I'd called him a selfish, insensitive turd. That memory flustered me now, even though he'd definitely deserved every word. "It's, um, been awhile, hasn't it?"
"I'll say. You look...different."
"You, too. I didn't even recognize you."
"Do I hear...?" Lucy came up from behind and nudged me aside. "Jase! You're a long way from Albuquerque! What on earth brings you to Shreveport?"
"Andy called from Houma early this morning. He's going to be there at least three more weeks. I came to finish up the porch."
Bursting into full fledged boohoos, my petite sister threw herself at her brother-in-law, who almost lost his balance as he caught her in his arms and gingerly returned her hug.
Over the top of her head, his startled gaze found mine.
I don’t know how I kept from laughing. "Come inside," I said to him when I figured he'd had enough of that. "We're letting all the cold air out."
He stepped indoors and set his sports bag next to my stuff. "Nice place."
Lucy beamed. "I'm giving Jenny the grand tour. Want to join us?"
"Sure."
Still sniffling, she headed to the stairs. Jase and I followed. By the time we reached the second story, Lucy literally gasped for breath, which was usually my reaction.
"You okay?" asked Jase.
"Fine. It's just...hard to get...enough air...these days." Panting, she patted her protruding belly, which undoubtedly compromised her lung capacity.
I couldn't resist doing the same. "Hey there, baby Casey."
Lucy looked at Jase. "Want to meet your nephew?" Without waiting for an answer, she grabbed his hand and placed it next to mine on her tummy. "Casey, meet Aunt Jenny and Uncle Jase."
I felt a hard thump beneath my fingers. Jase and I both jumped.
Lucy just laughed at us. "Follow me."
She walked to the nearest door and opened it, revealing a spacious, sunny room with furniture, but little else, inside it. "All we lack is the wallpaper, the chair rail, and painting the trim. Then I'll do stuff like make the beds and hang the pictures. We should probably also buy a few throw rugs, and I'd like to put some plants in here. Candles, too. I've been stocking up on them."
I shook my head. "Scratch the candles, okay? They're such a fire hazard. Get some fake ones." Were all the rooms as unfinished? I risked a peek at Jase to find him surveying the area with a frown on his face. I tried to think of something positive to say. "I like the colors you've picked out. Will you call this the rose room?"
She flashed a smile. "I think I will."
"Show us the others."
Lucy did. We named these rooms the daisy, lily, and violet rooms. I saw that two were ready for guests; the third wasn't.
"Your rooms are on the next floor," Lucy told us. "Want to see them?"
"We can do that later." I wasn't about to let her climb any more stairs.
"Okay. Would you guys like some fresh squeezed lemonade? I made a pitcher this morning."
"Sure," I said.
Jase nodded agreement.
Lucy led us downstairs to the kitchen where she poured us both a tall glass of lemonade. I took a big gulp. Instantly my cheeks and lips stuck to my teeth. I began to choke just as Jase and Lucy sipped their own very sour drinks.
"No sugar!" I gasped too late. Lucy promptly spewed her mouthful into the sink.
Jase somehow managed to get his down. He shivered. "Bleh!"
For just a second my sister looked ready to cry again, but then she started laughing. Jase and I exchanged relieved glances. "I don't know where my brain is these days."
"In Houma with Andy, maybe?" I said. "Or up in one of those unfinished bedrooms?"
"Or maybe hiding in one of the closets? I saw at least a dozen to choose from." Jase quickly got into the spirit of my teasing.
Lucy blushed and reached for the bright red sugar canister. "I guess I do have a lot on my mind. If I could just sleep...but this house is so freakin' noisy."
"Noisy how?" I asked.
"The stairs creak, the doors squeak, the pipes clang. I've even heard a sound like whispering, and Andy swears someone wearing boots stomps around on the second floor. We can't help but wonder if the place is haunted, which is why I'm extra glad you're here. You're too down to earth to believe in ghosts, which makes me feel safer for some reason." She caught Jase's eye. "In case you hadn't noticed, Jenny is nineteen going on thirty-five. Mom calls her the 'sensible' daughter."
I rolled my eyes. I'd heard that more than once.
"You're already nineteen?" Jase asked.
"Yeah. Mom kept me in preschool an extra year. Apparently I was emotionally immature or something."
"Well, you’ve more than made up for it now." Lucy gave us a wry smile.
I deliberately changed the subject. "Back to the ghost--you guys don't really believe in it, do you?"
Lucy shrugged. "I didn't until I moved here. Now I'm not so sure."
"A ghost could be good for business," said Jase.
Lucy thumped the top of his head. He ducked a little late. "We want The Lindsey B&B to be romantic getaway, not a haunted house."
"Lindsey? Why Lindsey?" I asked. "Edwards B&B would make more sense."
"John Marshall Lindsey was one of Shreveport's most influential and respected bankers back in the day. Since he built this house, I thought using his name would remind everyone of its prominence in local history."
"Oh." My cell blasted the ring tone I'd picked for my best friend Carly. Since I knew she was probably at Peetza Py, I pictured her hiding in the broom closet from her boss, who didn't allow personal calls.
"Sorry." I dug my phone from my pocket and flipped it open before stepping next door into Andy's office for privacy. "Hey."
"Hey. Got your text a couple of hours ago," Carly whispered. "But I just found a chance to call."
"No prob. I wanted to tell you I'm already at Lucy's. She needed me early."
"What about your date tomorrow night?"
I groaned. "Crap. I totally forgot about Nick. Better call him, huh?"
"I'll say."
"Remind me why I agreed to go out with him...."
"He's hot, he asked, and you wanted Chris to get the message that you're over him."
"Oh yeah." Chris Norwood, a guy I started dating the summer before my senior year, cheated on me the following Christmas with a friend of mine. I should've seen it coming, I guess. He'd been acting weird for a few weeks--annoyingly territorial and accusatory--actions Abby, a newly-licensed psychologist, told me often indicated cheating. Though I'd been bummed for a couple of months, my mom had been thrilled. She didn't want me to fall in love until I completed my education, something neither of my sisters had managed. "I don't understand why he's started calling me again."
"I do. You dropped twenty-five pounds and got over him."
"Whatever."
"Oops." The line went dead, telling me Carly's boss caught her. With a sigh, I called Nick.
"Hello, sexy," he said.
Ew. I heard electronic beeps, dings, and whizzes in the background, which told me he was at the video arcade where he worked. "Hi, Nick. I have to break our date. My sis called me for help, so I'm in Shreveport."
"The one that's knocked up?"
"Yes."
"Bummer, babe. When will you be back?"
"Six weeks, maybe longer. I'm summer chef of her new bread and breakfast inn, remember? I'm sure we talked about it."
"Oh, yeah. Shit. That sucks."
Only for you, I wanted to say since I couldn't wait to get to work.
"Keep in touch, will ya?"
"Sure," I lied. Nick might be hot, as Carly said, but his obsession with his hair annoyed the heck out of me. I swear the guy couldn't pass anything shiny without checking out his look. I wasn't a bit sorry I'd miss our date.
I shut my phone and joined Jase and Lucy in the kitchen. "Sorry about that. I left Dallas so fast I didn't get a chance to tell everyone. So where were we?"
"Talking about the name we've picked for the inn."
"Oh yeah."
"You're going to be the chef here?" asked Jase.
So much for privacy. "For the summer. I start formal cooking classes in August. I'll only be around here until then."
"Um...shouldn't the cooking classes come before the actual cooking?"
"For someone who can't boil water, maybe. I've been cooking for my family of five since I was ten, baking my friends' birthday cakes since I was twelve, and catering my mom's parties since I was fourteen."
"Jenny's amazing in the kitchen," added Lucy.
"My bad." Jase glanced at Lucy. "So what's the plan?"
"The plan?" asked my sister.
"Yeah. When will the painters and paper hangers be finished?
"We don't have any."
"Any what?" Jase asked.
"Painters or paper hangers. Andy's been doing everything himself."
I looked at her in surprise. "Your husband, Andy, the history teacher?"
"Yeah, silly."
I couldn't believe it. "Where'd he learn to do that kind of stuff?"
"Our dad's a contractor," said Jase. "Andy and I have worked for him every summer since we were seven. There's not much we can't do."
Lucy nodded vigorously. "Andy's done all the renovations himself."
"But, Lucy, he's not here now," I said.
Her bottom lip trembled. "I know."
"So who'd he hire to finish up while he's gone?"
"No one. That's why I called you."
I nearly choked.
"Think I'll go measure the porch for trim." Jase edged toward the door.
"I'll help." I definitely needed a minute.
Jase looked at me sort of funny, but I still followed him outside, where he pulled a measuring tape out of his pocket. He inspected the posts holding up the porch roof, and then began measuring the distance between them.
"Did Andy tell you what all needs to be done?" I asked, turning to face the wind. I inhaled, relishing the smell of imminent rain, undoubtedly a spinoff of Farrah.
"On the outside. He never said a word about the inside." Jase watched me for a second, then shook his head and pulled a small pad of paper and a pen from his shirt. "You've papered walls before?"
"No."
He wrote something. "Lucy has?"
"No."
Jase started to speak, but clearly thought better of it. He handed me the notepad and pen and resumed his measuring.
"You don't think we can do it, do you?" I asked.
He didn't answer.
"You're right. We can't."
That got his attention. His gaze raked me. "So tell me...how do you feel about the whole B&B thing?"
"Though I don't know your brother that well, I think I'm safe in saying it's the worst idea he ever had."
"Andy told me it was Lucy's idea."
I laughed. I couldn't help it. The boy did not know what he was talking about.
"What's so funny?"
"You are if you think this--" I waved my arm to include the whole house "--was my sister's idea. Lucy's an artist, okay? She paints; she sketches; she sculpts. She has no head for business."
Jase didn't answer, but I could tell he didn't believe me.
I didn't stop there. "I'm also sure it was his idea for her to abandon her education, not to mention leave Dallas just when she needs her family most."
He started to say something then, but seemed to change gears. "Though I'd love to debate this, I'm thinking it might be better for Lucy if the two of us don't fight. So why don't we call a truce until Saturday? We'll save up all our issues, and then clear the air once and for all over dinner before I head back home."
I couldn't believe my ears. "Are you macking on me?"
He flushed and looked away. "Maybe."
"Oh my God."
Jase's gaze found mine again. "Is that a yes?"
My face felt so hot I could've fried an egg on it. "Maybe."
"No shit?" He grinned. "I'll start a list...er...just in case." Jase grabbed the notepad and flipped through it for a blank page, then took the pen. "What should I write?"
"How about Andy's lousy idea?"
He wrote something--probably not that--closed the notepad, and handed everything back to me so he could continue measuring. He called out some numbers. I found his measurement notes and added to them.
"How's Lucy doing, do you think?" That question came out of the blue while he moved down the porch a little.
"Physically or mentally?"
"Physically first."
"When she called, she told me she hadn't been feeling well."
"Hmm. And mentally?"
"Not so good if she actually believes we can paint and paper worth a crap."
Jase slowly nodded. "About the wedding..."
I cut him off. "I'm sure you had your reasons for being such an ass hole."
He never even blinked. "I did, in fact. They'd only known each other for five months."
"Yeah, that freaked out my mom, too. And no wonder. She'd already been through that exact same thing with my other sister."
"Well, we've both been proved wrong. They've lasted four whole years. By today's standards, that's a record."
"I'd call it a miracle. After all, they have nothing in common."
"That's for damn sure."
"I mean they come from totally different backgrounds and educations, plus she's so sweet, and he's so bossy."
Jase nearly dropped his tape measure. "You've got Andy all wrong. He's a total pushover when it comes to Lucy. She calls all the shots."
"Then why isn't she spending her money?"
"What money's that?"
"Her trust fund. Our grandpa set up one for each of us three girls when we were born. When they bought this place, Lucy told me that Andy wouldn't let her touch hers. They actually got a loan instead."
Jase thought for a second. "He probably doesn't want her to waste it all on the house."
"Or maybe he just can't stand the idea that she has it in the first place."
With a heavy sigh, Jase got the paper and pen from me. "What should I write this time?
"Bossy husbands works for me."
Chapter Two
Jase scribbled something and handed both back to me. He walked the length of the porch, sidestepping the bench swing and potted ferns, his focus once more on his task. I followed slowly, my focus on him. From my current vantage point, Jase looked really good, as in just my type. I particularly liked the way his untucked, unbuttoned outer shirt hugged his wide shoulders and how the long sleeves, rolled up to the elbows, revealed his muscled forearms. I also liked what I could see of his legs, which wasn't that much since he wore unhemmed khaki shorts that skimmed his knees. His leather flip flops looked like they'd seen better days, but I didn't mind that since mine did, too.
Jase turned and counted the posts. I used that moment to study his face. Thick eyelashes set off hazel eyes and matched his shock of brown hair. I guessed he played or maybe even worked out doors. He had that wind-tossed, sun-streaked look about him. As for the rest of his face, well, he was aging very, very nicely and I liked his scruffy cheeks and chin.
Too bad we didn't agree on anything.
The truce was definitely a good idea. Above all else, I wanted to keep my sister calm. As for our dinner date, the idea didn't bother me one bit since he'd be heading back to New Mexico right after it.
Jase gave me the rest of the measurements, which I dutifully recorded before handing his stuff back to him. "I can definitely finish the carpentry work that needs to be done and probably even the papering if you two can paint."
"Do you think the fumes will hurt the baby?"
"Shit. Okay. I'll do everything."
"Maybe we could--"
He held up a hand to stop me. "I said I'd do it."
"But--"
"No arguing, remember?"
"Hmph. Can I borrow those for a second?" I pointed to the notepad and pen.
He gave them back to me.
I found our list and began to write.
"What are you doing?" asked Jase.
"Saving another issue for future discussion," I answered. Underneath the Jenny's opinion of Andy he'd written earlier, I added Jase's mind reading. I showed it to him.
He gave me a sheepish grin. "Okay. What were you going to say?"
"Maybe we--meaning you and I, not Lucy and I--can do it all and leave her totally out of the picture. I take direction really well. I promise I'll do whatever you tell me to do."
He considered that for a split second and then tucked his notepad and pen into his pocket. "Deal."
At that instant, a wall of hard rain swooshed over the yard to encompass the house. Lightning flashed. I whirled around and closed my eyes, breathing in the heavenly scent just as thunder rolled. The moist air refreshed me. I stretched over the porch rail and stuck my hands under the rain now streaming off the roof.
I could feel Jase watching me, but I didn't care what he thought. I loved rain.
A couple of minutes, maybe more, ticked by. "Um, ready to go in?"
I turned around regretfully. "No, but I guess we should." I wiped my hands dry on the legs of my denim capris.
When we stepped inside the house, I paused at the bottom of the stairs to dig into my duffle for a butterfly clip.
"That yours?" Jase pointed to the guitar case.
"Yeah." I headed to the kitchen, pulling up my long brown curls and twisting them into a messy knot that I secured to the back of my head. The AC felt wonderful to my sticky skin.
Lucy grinned when I stepped into the kitchen, followed by Jase. "So what's the verdict on the porch? Can you have it done by Saturday?"
"You bet." He sat on one of the four stools lining the marble topped bar. His acting like he'd done that before made me wonder how often he visited.
"Jase is going to do the papering and painting, too," I said. "With my help, of course."
"Yeah," said Jase, adding, "Jenny gets all the ladder work."
Lucy laughed as if his comment made sense. "You're still acrophobic?"
He grimaced. "You could say that."
"That's a fear of heights, right?" I asked, surprised.
"Uh-huh."
"What's up with that? Did you fall or something?"
"Not exactly. I... Actually, I'd rather not talk about it."
"Oh." I held out my hand. With a heavy sigh Jase pulled out the notepad and slapped it into my palm, along with the pen. I wrote Jase's fear of heights and gave them back to him.
Jase flipped through the pad, tore out the page with his measurements on it, and stood up. "I need to find a lumber yard. Got a phone book?"
"In the office." Lucy pointed the way.
He left us.
"What was that all about?" She poured a small glass of lemonade and handed it to me.
I sipped the drink to test it, then gave her a thumbs up as I explained that we were saving certain volatile topics for a dinner discussion on Saturday, once all the work was finished.
Lucy's wide brown eyes got wider. "He macked on you?"
"Not really. I mean, it's not a date or anything. We're just going to eat and talk before he goes home."
"I can't believe he macked on you. Mom will have a heart attack if she finds out."
I bristled. "I told you he didn't, and why can't you believe it? What's wrong with me?"
"Nothing, idiot. But according to Andy, Jase isn't into girls."
I gasped. "He's gay?"
Lucy cracked up. "No, no. Nothing like that. He just hasn't dated all that much since he got dumped by his steady last year."
Oh. I glanced toward the office door, then lowered my voice. "How old is he, anyway?"
"Twenty-one, almost twenty-two. He graduated from high school three years ago."
"What college does he go to?"
"He hasn't enrolled anywhere as far as I know."
"So what's he been doing since graduation?"
Lucy opened her mouth to reply, then shut it again when Jase walked back into the room. "I'm going to Claxton Lumber Company, which is just down the road. Is there anything else we need while I'm out?"
"Not that I can think of."
"Call me if you do."
"Okay." I dug into my pocket for my cell. "Give me your number."
Jase gave me the digits, and I programmed them in. He then entered my number in his. Since I wanted to get a storage tub from my trunk, I walked with him to the front door. Jase jumped off the porch instead of using the steps and loped through the rain to his battered blue pick-up. The engine revved. He pulled out. I ducked into the storm, headed to my Mustang. I retrieved my box, then walked back to the porch, loving the wet. Once inside, my gaze landed on Andy's laptop. I remembered something I needed to do.
Setting down my rain-sprinkled box, I called out to Lucy, who was still in the kitchen. "You've been saving all the recipes I've e-mailed, right?"
She walked over, got a good look at me, and turned to retrieve a folded kitchen towel, which she tossed my way. "Andy has. He said they're in a Word file called 'breakfast.'"
I mopped my face, arms, and box. "I think I'll print them off and make a grocery list. We can have breakfast for every meal before the guests get here and figure out which ones work best."
"Good idea."
I sat at Andy's desk and turned on his computer, noting that Jase had left the notepad on the desk by the phone. Once the computer booted up, I was prompted for a password. I asked Lucy what it was.
She winced. "I'm clueless."
"Great." Trying to think like Andy, I typed random words like Lindsey, Lucy or CaseyThomas. Nothing worked.
So I called Jase.
"Hello, mermaid," he said. "Thought of something already?"
Mermaid? My heart skipped a beat. "I, um, need a password to get in Andy's laptop. Lucy doesn't know it, and I've tried everything I can think of."
"Okay," he said. I could hear the swish of his truck's wipers in the background as he thought. "Andy's favorite television show is CSI. Try something to do with that."
I randomly tried forensic, murder, and grissom. "This is impossible."
"Don't give up yet. Try eightbelow, all one word."
I did. "Nope."
"Corvette."
"Nope."
"You're right. We could do this for hours. Ask Lucy if my brother has a pet name for her."
I looked up at my sister. "What does Andy call you?"
Lucy hesitated, blushing furiously. "Lucy-wucy."
Andy called her that? My opinion of him changed a tad, and in a good way. I typed the letters. The screen flashed.
"I'm in!" I snapped my cell phone shut.
Though I never found the file named "breakfast," I did retrieve my e-mails to Lucy and printed off all the recipes I'd sent her over the past few months. That took a good thirty minutes thanks to their Stone Age printer. I turned off the computer when I finished and carried the recipes to the kitchen, where Lucy sat, flipping through a home-and-garden type magazine. She wore reading glasses with hot pink frames.
"Did you see a black Lab or a white cat when you were outside earlier?" she asked without looking up.
"I didn't know you had pets."
She nodded. "Fat Cat and Boo. They're BFF."
That mental picture made me laugh. "With you, Andy, or each other?"
"All of the above. Boo never came back when I let him out to pee a couple of hours ago. Then Fat Cat slipped through my legs while I was calling Boo."
"You mean they stay inside?"
"Usually."
Her guests would love that--not. "Want me to look for them?"
"Maybe later." She gave me a tired smile. "I think I'll lie down for a few minutes. Do you mind?"
"Of course not. Are you okay?"
"Mostly. Want to come with me? I haven't shown you that part of the house."
"Sure." I followed Lucy through the kitchen and into a spacious private living area that had to be an add-on since it had a much more modern look about it. I loved everything my sister had done to the room, from the curtains to the carpeting. She did have an artist's way with lines and colors. I wondered briefly what lay beyond the double French doors, but didn't ask.
Lucy stretched out on the oversized bed and closed her eyes. I sat quietly on the foot of it and pulled off her socks. The size of her ankles scared me. Did all pregnant women puff up like that? For a good twenty minutes, I massaged her feet, something she'd always loved. I couldn't stand to have my own done since I was way too ticklish.
"Maybe we shouldn't tell Mom about Jase being here." Lucy didn't open her eyes. I'd decided she'd fallen asleep.
"That would save us both a pointless lecture."
"Exactly." She sighed. "Would you play your guitar for me? I've really missed hearing you practice."
With a nod she didn't see, I left the room to get it. If my big sis wanted music, I'd give her some. Returning to the bed, I sat and began to play every soothing song I could think of, finally ending my mini-concert with a beautiful Spanish lullaby a half hour later. It would've sounded better with full orchestral accompaniment, of course, but still did the trick, and by the time the last chord faded, Lucy's even breathing told me she actually napped.
Turning to slip from the room, I ran smack into Jase, who'd gotten back at some point and now stood in the doorway, his hair and clothing soaked. I stifled my yelp of surprise by slapping my hand over my mouth.
"I didn't hear you come in." I eased past him and to lay my guitar on the bar.
He just looked at me.
"What?" His expression truly baffled me.
"Your playing gave me goose bumps." He held out one wet arm for my inspection. "That's never happened to me before."
"Are you sure it's not the AC? You are soaked." I tried to act nonchalant about what was really a breathtaking compliment.
"Positive."
"Oh, well, thanks. Music does that to me sometimes, too. Did you find everything you needed?"
"It's all on the front porch. With luck, I'll have everything painted and the porch trimmed by noon so we can start on the other stuff."
"Good."
He ran his fingers through his wet hair, scattering raindrops everywhere.
I automatically handed him the towel I'd used earlier.
"Thanks." He mopped his face, neck and hair and then sniffed the towel. "Curious, right?"
The towel smelled like my cologne?
"Ew. Sorry about that." I tried to snatch it from him even as part of me wondered why he recognized that scent. Most guys wouldn't have.
He didn't let me have it. "Uh-uh. I like it."
Oddly disconcerted, I tried to think of something neutral to say. "Has it, um, cooled down any outside?"
"No. Still hotter than Kristen Stewart."
"So you think she's hot, do you?" I mentally compared myself to the movie star in question. Young? Check. Long brown hair? Check. Incredible body? That would be a no.
"Well, yeah. Don't you?"
"Probably not the same way that you do," I told him with a reality check and a dry laugh. "Want something cold to drink?"
"Anything but lemonade."
I grimaced. "For your information, my sister has many talents. Is it her fault that none of them have anything to do with the kitchen?"
"Don't get your thong in a twist. I was teasing."
"Oh...and they're bikinis." I went to the refrigerator and located some canned soft drinks. Rain slashed against the nearby window. I glanced outside, surprised to see how much darker it looked. Turning, I tossed a cola to Jase. "I'm going to find our bedrooms. If Lucy wakes up and looks for me, tell her where I am."
"Wait." He popped the top of the can and drank half of it in one long gulp. "I'm coming, too. That is, if you don't mind."
"Why would I?" I waited while he finished off the cola and tossed the can in the trash, then snagged my guitar. Walking to the stair, I picked up my bag, or tried to. Jase took it from me and then hefted his own with the same hand. We climbed the steps together. I noticed he stepped carefully and kept his free hand on the rail.
"Up there, I think," I said when we reached the second floor and faced the stairway that rose to the third. When I reached that shadowy landing, I noted the unfinished look, in particular the exposed rafters and weathered wood floor. Hoping the bedrooms were in better shape, I stuck my hand through the doorway to my left and flipped on the light.
The room was, indeed, finished and very feminine. I walked on in and looked around, taking in the décor, which ranged from pale pink window treatments to a gorgeous magenta vase. Catching movement from the corner of my eye, I told Jase, "Since you're probably not into pastels, I'll take this one."
He didn't answer. Turning, I realized he had not followed me into the bedroom after all.
"Jase?"
I made my way across the narrow hall, barely glancing toward the bathroom at the end of it. I found him eyeing the other bedroom, which had been decorated in more masculine colors.
"Your sister's a good decorator."
"Of course. She's an artist who really could have gone places if she hadn't given up everything for love. Mom still hasn't forgiven her."
Jase just shrugged, which could've meant anything. After dropping off his sports bag and my duffle, we descended the stairs. I stopped abruptly about halfway down when I passed through a spot so cold I got some goose bumps of my own.
"Can you feel that? I didn't notice it on the way up." I stepped in and out of it several times, my gaze automatically sweeping the tall ceiling and the walls for the source. "There must be an air vent pointed right here."
Jase also looked around, but clearly didn't find one, either. "Andy told me he'd bought a separate unit for the upper floors. Maybe we should suggest adjusting the thermostat just a little until the guests get here. No point in blasting icy air twenty-four-seven if no one's around."
"You got that right." When I reached the first floor, I went to check on Lucy, who still slept. Curious as to what lay beyond the slatted French doors on the west side of the room, I motioned to Jase and crept past the bed to get to them.
The instant I pushed them open, I realized I'd stepped into the nursery, which was clearly part of the original house. I sensed the love my sister had put into decorating it. It was almost a tangible thing, and I suddenly felt incredibly safe and sound. That made me realize I hadn't before then.
"Interesting," commented Jase from behind me.
"What is?"
"The feel of this room. It's very...." He seemed to be searching for the right word.
"Sheltered?"
"Something like that."
I walked further into the room, noting the baby bed, a changing table, a toy box, some shelves. I realized that Lucy had chosen teddy bears as her theme and saw some really cuddly ones imprinted on the curtains and some stuffed ones sitting all around. I recognized the pink bear sitting in a child-sized rocking chair as Lucy's. Beside it was a Pooh that looked equally worn. Andy's maybe? Sensing Jase right behind me, I quickly turned to ask if he recognized it. But once more, the boy wasn't where I thought he'd be. In fact, he wasn't even in the room anymore.
Oddly creeped out, I got up and walked back to Lucy's bedroom, where I found my sister awake and talking to Jase, who stood next to the bed. I joined them.
"Thanks for doing that," Lucy was saying to him. "I'm glad to have one less thing to worry about."
"Don't worry about anything, okay? All you have to do is supervise. Jenny and I will do the actual work."
I waited to be sure they'd finished talking before asking, "Is that Pooh in there Andy's?"
She grinned. "Yes, and the pink bear is mine. Remember Rosie?"
"I do." I studied Lucy's face and decided that she still looked tired and maybe a little worried. I guessed the reason why and turned to Jase. "Have you met Fat Cat and Boo?"
He grinned. "Well, we haven't actually been formally introduced --"
Lucy laughed, a sound I loved.
"--but we've met, yeah."
"Good," I said. "You can help me look for them."
"Now?"
"Right now." I pushed him toward the back door. I heard Lucy get up behind us and the sound of the nursery doors being closed, probably to keep the pets out of there.
"But it's pouring." Jase dragged his feet.
"So?"
"We'll get wet."
"So?"
"I'm not a mermaid like you, okay? I prefer sunshine."
Now standing in the doorway to her room, Lucy looked from Jase to me to Jase again, the oddest expression on her face. "There's a flashlight by the back door. I put new batteries in it this morning."
Flustered, I left them both, grabbed the light from a hook on the wall in the laundry room, and dashed outside.
Chapter Three
"Wait up!" Jase barreled out the door right behind me.
I slowed long enough for him to catch up. "Where should we start?"
"Well, Boo's a black Lab, which means he loves the wet and could be anywhere. Fat Cat, however, probably hates it. I'm thinking he should've come home the minute it started, and that worries me a little." He put his thumb and forefinger to his lips and whistled really loud a couple of times.
I watched and waited, but no drenched animals appeared. Since we'd reached the edge of the light spilling from the porch, I flipped on the flashlight and scanned the yard, the storage building, and the giant oak trees.
"Is that...?" Jase suddenly strode forward. I followed, blinking against the rain that continued to pour down on us.
In seconds, I saw what he saw. Something white--a cat--sat at the far corner of the clearing.
I heard Jase's soft, "Shit."
"What?" I asked, grabbing the hem of his shirt to slow him down.
"I think I see Boo." He broke free and began to run, quickly leaving me behind.
By the time I caught up, he knelt by a good-sized Labrador retriever, who lay in the grass, with Fat Cat guarding him. I directed the beam of my light on the dog.
"What's wrong, fella?" Jase petted Boo on the head, next running his hands over his soaked body. When he touched Boo's left back leg, the dog yelped pitifully.
I saw blood on Jase's hand when he raised it--blood the rain rinsed away. "Oh no."
"Easy now." Jase petted Boo again. "Keep the light on his leg, Jenny."
I did.
He touched Boo again, very gently, to gauge the extent of the injury, then looked at me. Rain plastered his hair to his head and streamed down his face. "He's got a cut or something."
"What do we do?"
"I can carry him back, but you should warn Lucy so she'd doesn't wig."
"Okay." I offered him the flashlight, which he refused with a shake of his head. Turning, I ran back to the house to find Lucy waiting anxiously on the porch.
"What?" she demanded the instant she saw my face.
"Boo's hurt."
Lucy swayed. I dripped all over her kitchen as I walked her to a bar stool and made her sit. "Do not move."
Already sobbing, she nodded.
I got to the back door the same time Jase did. Though Boo looked heavy, Jase wasn't even winded. He set the dog on the towel I quickly grabbed out of a laundry basket and spread on the floor. Fat Cat, soaked to the skin, slipped between us and ran to Lucy.
"Do you have a vet?" I asked her.
"Fridge magnet." She started to get off the stool. I stopped her.
"I told you not to move." All I needed was for her pass out and hit the floor.
She settled back. "Sorry."
I found a magnet in the shape of a doghouse on the refrigerator door and called the emergency number. The vet, Dr. Kyle Hammond, gave me directions to his office, which I scribbled on some paper I stole from the printer.
I walked back to Jase and found him drying Boo with another towel. "Doc's going to meet us at his clinic."
"Don't you think you'd better stay with Lucy?" He kept his voice low and inclined his head slightly in my sister's direction. One look at her ashen face told me he was right.
I folded the paper and handed it to him. I realized he was soaked and had blood stains on his shirt and shorts. "Do you want to change clothes first?"
"What's the point?" He scooped up Boo.
"Call us as soon as you know something, okay?"
"Sure." Jase carried Boo through the kitchen, pausing to let Lucy cry over him for a few seconds. I grabbed another dry towel from the basket and followed him all the way to the truck. Once they were settled in it, I thrust the towel at Jase, who was every bit as wet as the dog. He mopped his face, neck and arms. "Thanks."
I stepped back. Jase shut his door, started the truck, and pulled away.
A glance at my watch told me it was 7:00. Time for dinner. I hoped that cooking it would distract Lucy. When I got back inside, I ran upstairs and grabbed some dry clothes from my duffle bag. I didn't hang around to change there, but took them to the kitchen, where I found Lucy right where I'd left her, still in tears, but on the phone. Fat Cat sat on the bar, grooming his wet fur with his tongue. I could tell by Lucy's side of the conversation that she talked to Dad.
"Are we messing up enough towels?" I joked when she ended their conversation. I slipped out of my wet things and stole yet another one from the laundry basket so I could towel off. I put on dry everything and then piled my wet things on the washer.
"I'll run a load later," said Lucy with a sniff, adding, "What do you weigh now?"
"One-ten," I answered, grinning. I'd struggled with my weight until the twelfth grade, when I realized that I could eat anything I wanted, just not all of it at once.
"I can't believe you lost all that weight and kept your boobs," she told me with another sniff and a rueful glance at her belly. "I'm so jealous."
"You'll be back in shape in no time." I quickly changed the subject. "What sounds good for dinner?"
Lucy shook her head. I saw that her eyes still shimmered with tears. Impulsively, I threw my arms around her. She clung to me.
"Boo's going to be fine," I said when I finally got away. "We'll finish up the house before your guests arrive, and you will be skinny again."
"Thanks for coming." Lucy gave me a slightly damp smile. "I don't know what I'd do without you."
"And you'll never have to find out. Now where's the food?"
Lucy pointed to a door I hadn't noticed. I found a pantry when I opened it. I checked out what was inside and also scoped out the refrigerator, which was amazingly well stocked considering that my sister didn't cook.
"Wow," I said.
"There's stuff in the freezer, too." She pointed to the utility room. "Andy's almost as handy as you in the kitchen. He'll probably cook for our guests, himself, when you leave."
Another shocker to challenge my prejudices against him. I realized that if I didn't watch out, I might wind up actually liking the guy. "You don't happen to know Jase's favorite meal, do you? I think he's earned something special after what he's been through tonight."
Lucy didn't argue. "When we took him out for his birthday, he ordered lasagna."
"Perfect." I began to gather the ingredients from the pantry, the fridge, and the freezer. "Tell me what you know about him."
"According to Andy, after Jase graduated from high school he operated heavy equipment for his dad's company. That ended a few months ago, when the whole fear-of-heights thing started. Since most of the equipment is huge and the operators are so high up, he had to quit that."
"Do you know what caused it?"
She shook her head. "A fall of some kind. He was on a road trip with friends when it happened and won't talk about it. Not even to Andy, and they're tight."
Hmm. Curiosity piqued, I turned my attention to the meaty sauce bubbling on the stove. I stirred it, then began to layer all the necessary lasagna ingredients in a casserole dish.
Just as I popped everything into the oven, Lucy's cell rang again. This time it was Andy. She talked until we heard the front door open, when she jumped off her stool and shot out of the room. I followed.
Jase's gaze met mine the minute I reached them in the foyer. "Forgot to call. Sorry."
"It's okay. How's Boo?"
"Dr. Hammond put twenty stitches in his leg. He'll be fine, but Doc wants to keep him a couple of nights."
Lucy gave the news to Andy before hanging up. "Poor Boo. I wonder how it happened."
Jase shook his head. "Who knows. Have you thought about fencing the yard?"
"It's on our to-do list."
"Good. What do I smell?" Jase tipped his head back, sniffing the air.
"Jenny's making your favorite," said Lucy. "Lasagna."
I quickly explained. "We thought you deserved a treat."
Jase grinned at both of us. "Thanks, ladies. Do I have time to change?"
"Sure."
He left. I whirled on Lucy. "What are you doing?"
"Nothing, I swear. That just slipped out, probably because the two of you have so much chemistry."
"We do?"
Lucy nodded. "But the last thing I'd ever do is play matchmaker. Mom would never forgive me."
"You got that right." Our mom couldn't bear the idea that love had derailed the careers of my genius sisters, leaving me as her final hope. I couldn't count the times she'd warned me not to make their mistakes.
As if I ever would, chemistry or no.
****
Jase walked into the kitchen just as I took our meal out of the oven. I noted that he now wore jeans and a tee. Lucy motioned for him to take a seat at the bar, where she'd set plates and silverware moments before. I fixed salads from a bag and sliced bread from a loaf while my sister poured lemonade in iced-filled glasses. Jase sipped his to test it, then drank half a glass in one swallow. Lucy refilled it.
"Did you catch the weather report tonight?" asked Jase.
Lucy shook her head. "Why?"
"Dr. Hammond said we're supposed to have bad stuff until the weekend, and there's another tropical storm brewing. 'Gary,' I think they're calling it. Hope Andy doesn't get caught in that."
My sister groaned.
I gave Jase a dirty look and tried to distract her. "How many walls are we supposed to paper in the bedrooms?"
"All of them. Same for the dining room." She frowned.
"You're not supposed to worry, remember?" Jase scooped out a generous helping of lasagna. He blew on a bite to cool it, then popped it into his mouth. His eyes glazed over. "Damn, girl. No wonder Lucy hired you."
"Told ya." My sister flashed a proud smile.
I squirmed on my stool. "Glad you like it."
It was always gratifying when someone liked what I'd cooked, so I stole more than one peek at Jase while he ate.
After dinner, I sent Lucy to her room so I could clean the kitchen. Though I tried to chase Jase off, too, he hung around and helped me load the dishwasher. The wall clock said 9:30 when we finally finished.
Unsure of what came next, I sort of stood around for a second. Then I shrugged and walked to Lucy's room. She lay on her side with Fat Cat curled up next to her.
"I think I'll crash," I told her. "We've got a big day tomorrow."
"Are you sure?"
I could tell she felt guilty for not entertaining me. "I'm beat, and I think you are, too."
"Yeah. 'Night, then."
"'Night." I went back to the kitchen and found Jase looking a little lost. "What?"
"Are you really going to bed now?"
I shrugged. "I'm actually more wired than tired."
"Want to sit on one of those swings out front and listen to the rain for a while?"
Since he'd just described my personal heaven, I walked straight to the door. Jase beat me there and opened it. I stepped onto the porch.
Sheets of wind-driven rain still slammed against the house and kept the sheltered air misty, but I didn't care. With a sigh of pure joy, I walked to the swing on the east end and sat down. It dipped slightly when Jase joined me there. He pushed off with his foot, setting it in motion. Neither of us said a word for several minutes, but it didn't feel awkward.
Finally Jase spoke. "What cooking school are you going to?"
"The International Culinary School at the Art Institute of Dallas."
"You're already enrolled?"
"Uh-huh."
"I've been thinking about school, myself. Dad's really pressuring me to go for a traditional four-year degree somewhere, which is all he'll pay for. Anything else, and I'm on my own, but that's okay. I mean, I have money. I'm just not sure where to go."
"What are you interested in?"
"Photography. I actually entered a contest at the College of Santa Fe. First prize is tuition. If I win, I'll definitely go there."
"What do you shoot?"
"Everything. I've already sold some of my stuff to a local magazine."
"That's so cool. Digital?"
"Mostly."
"Got it with you?"
"Always."
"Get it."
He was back in a flash and turned on the camera, which he handed to me. He showed me which button to push to scan through the dozens of photos stored on it. I saw mountains, lakes, flowers, a puppy, lots of people I didn't recognize, and several shots of Jase in what looked like a lighthouse. The guy had a knack, for sure. I could easily imagine these photos in National Geographic or some other classy magazine.
"These are incredible," I told him. "You're way talented."
He grinned. "Thanks." Taking the camera, he raised it as if to take my photo.
I ducked out of range. "No way."
"Just one?"
"But my hair looks like total crap, and I sweated off my makeup hours ago."
"Just one."
I groaned.
"Take out the clip, okay?"
With a sigh, I did. My curls tumbled down around my shoulders. I started to finger comb them.
"Leave it. Now tilt your head just a little."
I did.
"Good. Smile, but not much."
That was easy.
The flash made me blink. Jase checked out the result, then showed it to me. I couldn't believe my eyes. Somehow he'd made me look...sexy.
"Wow," I told him. "You're good."
He shook his head. "The camera never lies."
"Maybe not, but Photoshop sure does. When will you find out if you won the contest?"
"Any day now." He touched the power button and settled back, making the swing bobble a little.
"How are your brothers?" I was pretty sure I remembered two others from the wedding.
"Good. Chip, the oldest, lives in Sedona with his wife and three kids. Max lives in Amarillo with his girlfriend and her daughter."
"And your parents?"
"They're good, too. Dad's going to retire in December. Mom already has. How are your folks? And your other sister? I've forgotten her name."
"Abby's fine--currently living in New York with her husband Mark and their twin daughters. Mom's singing with the Dallas Met at the moment and is fully booked until Christmas."
"Has she forgiven Andy for stealing Lucy?"
"Almost. Baby Casey should do the trick."
"Your dad's still in the lab, I guess."
"Twenty-four seven. He's got a huge grant and is totally focused on juvenile diabetes." I shrugged. "What can I say? Dad creates artificial organs; I create pasta dishes."
Jase shook his head. "Don't."
"Don't what?"
"Make light of what you do. Andy and Lucy would never have made it down the aisle if you hadn't been behind the scenes, keeping it real. Your mom was a train wreck; I was jerk. But everything still went down as planned. I could tell them that everyone depended on you. I can tell now that nothing has changed."
His praise embarrassed me. "I'll admit there are days when everyone seems to think my initials stand for just ask Jenny instead of Jennifer Antonia Jefferson."
He laughed. "Exactly."
"Jen? Would you come inside for a sec?" Lucy stood in the doorway. "I can't find my stupid glasses."
"Like I said..." Jase stopped the swing so I could get off it. Chuckling softly, he followed me in.
I found the glasses right where she'd left them, under her magazine on the kitchen bar.
I handed them to her. "I thought you were down for the night."
"Can't seem to relax."
"Then why don't I make some brownies? I found a recipe I'm dying to try."
"Brownies? At midnight?" Jase looked at us like we'd lost it.
Lucy and I exchanged a glance and burst out laughing. Chocolate at midnight had worked for the Jefferson girls for years. Besides, it was only 10:00.
While the brownies baked, scenting the air, we sat at the bar and talked. I felt oddly comfortable with Jase, considering how much he'd annoyed me at the wedding. But we were both older now and no longer had issues...at least with each other. I still wasn't crazy about Andy, but part of that was Mom's fault.
"You used to operate heavy equipment, right? How'd you get started in that?"
"Got my license right after high school. There's good money in it, and, at the time, Dad needed someone. Not that he ever really went for the idea. He wants more for me."
Naturally I wondered what that meant, but I didn't ask.
The kitchen timer dinged. I took the brownies from the oven. While they cooled just a bit, Lucy poured us all a glass of milk. As it turned out, I didn't particularly like the chocolate dessert, which had a swirl of cream cheese and peanut butter in it. Luckily, Lucy and Jase had no problem consuming my share.
By the time I climbed the stairs to my room, it really was midnight. Wind gusted outside, driving rain against the window as I showered in a second story guest bathroom so Jase could have use of the one on our floor. My head hit my pillow around 12:30. I fell asleep in seconds.
"Shit!"
Jase's loud curse woke me some time later. I glanced at the bedside clock: 3 a.m. Intrigued by the noises I heard, I scrambled from my bed and ran across the hall to knock softly on his door.
"Come in."
Pushing it open, I found Jase scooting his bed out from under a leak in the ceiling.
"Uh-oh." My gaze took in his black boxer briefs, taut midriff, and bed head. Belatedly I remembered I had on a thin yellow tank top and Sponge Bob sleep pants rolled down past my navel. Though I wore less at the beach, I suddenly felt half naked. Jase's appreciative once-over didn't help. "What can I do?"
"Would you get that flashlight from downstairs?"
"Sure." I darted down to the kitchen, got the light, and stopped by my room for a T-shirt. Jase had on jeans by the time I got back to him. I saw he'd pushed the bed out of harm's way. "What's the plan?"
"Checking the attic to see where the water's coming from." He walked to the end of the hall, where narrow steps led up into the ceiling. I followed. In seconds, we stood in the vaulted attic, slightly stooped to keep from banging our heads on the rafters. Well, Jase was. I could actually stand up straight. He groped the wall for a light switch, but didn't find one, so directed the beam of the flashlight from one distant corner to another of the attic, revealing clutter from ceiling to floor. At first glance I saw furniture, plastic storage tubs, clothes racks, cardboard boxes, and two bicycles. Some of it was protected by opaque plastic sheets, which gave the place an eerie look.
Jase softly groaned. "Apparently my brother has never heard the words yard sale." A second later, the flashlight's beam found a puddle of water on a stack of tubs about six feet away.
With a heavy sigh, he skirted a whatnot shelf, an artificial Christmas tree, and a stack of what looked like old newspapers to get to it. I stayed on his heels, so I immediately saw what he saw. Water dripped from between two of the boards that made up the ceiling, which was actually the underside of the roof. It pooled on the plastic lid, then spilled over. I figured it had been collecting there for a while and finally soaked through the attic floor into Jase's room.
"The wind's probably blown off some shingles. Nothing I can do about it tonight, though."
"There's a wastebasket in my room," I told him. "Want me to get it for the drips?"
"Would you?" He began to inspect the rest of the ceiling. He cursed again. "Get mine, too, okay?"
"Sure." By then I'd reached the stairs. I was back in a flash with those two wastebaskets, plus another I found in the bathroom. We used all three, positioning them under the leaks. Then we found a fourth drip in a far corner of the shadowy dark attic.
Jase dumped out the contents of a storage tub and took care of that one. "Lucy's gonna love this."
"You get to tell her."
The place felt damp and smelled musty. I didn't want to linger. Neither did Jase, apparently, but just as we started toward the door, he turned off the flashlight, which doused the attic with black dark.
Startled, I squealed. "What'd you do that for?"
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