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		PROLOGUE
            


Willa Masterson shifted her shopping bags from one hand to the other as she rode the elevator up to her sixtieth-floor apartment. The highest you can go in this building, she often thought to herself—but not today.
         

This afternoon, each additional second she spent ascending in the elevator’s cramped, square space fostered a growing sensation that she was starving. Not literally, of course—she had just eaten a divine spice-crusted salmon with a ginger yogurt sauce for lunch—but instead feeling like she was hungry for affection. For intimacy.
         

Frankly, Willa knew, she needed to get laid.
         

The elevator stopped and the doors swooshed open. She stepped out, head up, determined to give her boyfriend, Lance, her brightest, happiest smile when she entered the apartment. It might not lead to sex, but at least it would stop her brain from pickling itself in lust-filled thoughts.

The long, carpeted hallway stretched before her. Somewhere, she could hear raised voices and slamming doors. Probably someone getting work done by noisy contractors. It happened all the time in the building.

Thinking about how much she needed a good romp between the sheets wasn’t fair, she knew. Sex with Lance had never been melt-your-panties hot. It had never really even been that good. But it had, at one time, at least been existent. Sort of.
         

She clutched her bags, knowing she had countless female friends who longed for their husbands and partners to back off the bedroom antics a bit. Why couldn’t she be one of them? Lance had been so persistent and convincing early on in their relationship that she’d agreed to moving in together and combining their lives after a few weeks. She’d done it, had kept taking her birth control pills dutifully, even though that one critical, physical piece between them was…broken. Or soft and limp, depending on your take.

Not that it was just the sex. Willa swallowed, knowing that whatever was—or wasn’t—happening in the bedroom was actually a symptom of something else. Of she and Lance shopping too much and not talking enough perhaps. Of them traveling to exotic locations but never venturing beyond the hotel. Willa pictured the first edition book of poetry they’d bought for their coffee table, a lovely piece from the late 1800s with Moroccan leather and gilded pages. They’d spent thousands on the volume, but neither of them had ever read its contents.

Willa walked underneath the hallway’s sparkling chandelier thinking that she and Lance weren’t opening each other, either. A year into their relationship, and they were like that dusty book: untouched and unexplored. In mind and body both.

Perhaps it was time to acknowledge they weren’t museum pieces—that they both needed handling. Maybe even by other people.

The thought didn’t sting as much as bring her relief.

She exhaled and continued on—white crown molding above her and plush Berber carpet underneath her. The voices grew louder as Willa rounded the corner. She paused when she saw men in embroidered shirts swarming about. These weren’t contractors; they were too clean for that. And they weren’t police.

Had something happened to one of her neighbors? She wondered if Mrs. Faizon had finally passed away. The woman was at least a hundred.

Just then, a tall man with a buzz cut marched down the hallway toward her. He was carrying a finely framed work of art, and she was able to read the embroidering on his polo shirt.

Midtown Repossession.
         

Willa understood immediately that one of her wealthy neighbors had fallen on hard times. Her heart sank with compassion. Her corner of New York City might be wholly focused on status and wealth, and someone’s loss often meant another’s gain. But it never felt good to see people bumped out of the game entirely.

And then her eyes fell on the art, and her blood turned to ice.

The painting was hers: a sparse Andrew Wyeth watercolor she’d fallen in love with a few months ago. It had been hanging above the fireplace.
         

Dumbly, she cut through the cluster of repo men—one of them swept past with her jewelry box, another with an original Eames chair she’d purchased at an estate sale—and stumbled into the apartment.

Her heels echoed on the polished wood floor. Her Persian carpets had been rolled up and carried out. Straight in front of her, sitting with his head in his hands on the single couch that remained, was Lance. Standing next to him was a police officer.

“What is happening?” Willa asked. She’d meant to shout it, she’d meant for her indignation to be loud enough to bounce off the now-empty white walls and startle everyone, but she’d barely been able to whisper. Lance looked up. His dark eyes were bloodshot. His face was puffy, as if he’d been crying.

“I lost it,” he groaned. “I lost everything.”

Willa blinked. This wasn’t possible. Lance was an exceptional investor. They were so far in the black, he often said, that she could buy whatever she wanted every day for a hundred years and still not put a dent in their wealth.
         

“There’s been some mistake,” she replied. A distant part of her realized she was still holding on to her shopping bags. She set them down on the bare floor.

“I’m afraid not,” the police officer replied. He glanced through wire-rim glasses at the notebook resting in his thick hands. “Charges are being filed, and I need you to come down to the station.”

Fuzzy spots dimmed the edges of Willa’s vision. “Charges?” How was losing your own money a criminal offense?

“We’d like you to give a statement,” the officer said to Willa.

A statement about what? Dimly, she realized the officer’s uniform was the same rich navy blue as the crisp edges of their bathroom towels. She wondered if those had been taken away, too.
         

“If you’ll just come this way,” the officer said. When Lance stood, Willa saw his hands didn’t fall to his sides. He was handcuffed, for crying out loud.
         

Sudden fear made her jaw tremble. What had he done?
         

The officer led them to the freight elevator near the stairwell, where their things were being loaded. Cramped between her dining room chairs and a postmodern sculpture, Willa stared at Lance.

“What happened?” she asked him.
         

He only shook his head and repeated the same phrase he’d used in the apartment: “I lost it.”

Her fear switched to frustration, which in turn kindled sparks of anger. It sharpened her thoughts to a razor’s edge. She wanted to reach out and shake Lance, to insist he tell her everything, but the police officer was right there. Best to wait until the station, she reasoned. She wasn’t about to add to the mess he’d created by forcing Lance to explain everything right this second.

Instead, she tried to calm her ragged breathing and her churning insides.

Not ten minutes ago she thought she needed to get laid.

Now she understood she needed to figure out what had been going on in her life—what had really been going on, that is—while she’d been running around Manhattan thinking everything was fine.
         

The elevator doors opened in a matter of moments. The ride to the bottom, she thought numbly, always seemed so much faster than going up.


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER ONE
            

Two months later

Wednesday, September 19, 11:21 a.m.
            



Willa Masterson tilted her head back and moaned. Underneath the table, her toes curled in her shoes. Her spine was on fire.
         

With a hot buttered biscuit in one hand and a steaming forkful of casserole in the other, Willa was as close to pleasure as she’d been in—well, months, really.

Opening her eyes and taking a deep breath, she tried to regain some of her composure. Customers in this crowded, wood-paneled space might begin staring if she didn’t stop with the sounds already. Never mind that the food at the Paul Bunyan Diner could make anyone’s insides heat up with a shivery, goose-bumpy thrill. At least the hot dish could anyway, which was what Minnesotans called a casserole—in this case, a spinach, mushroom, and sausage concoction that had her wanting a second bite before she’d finished swallowing the first.
         

Willa chewed slowly, trying to savor every moment of her hot dish bliss. It was all she’d been eating since she’d arrived in White Pine two days ago. Part of it was out of necessity—there just weren’t that many restaurants in town, and God knows she herself couldn’t cook—but the truth was that Willa had yet to get her fill of the stuff. It was a wonder, really, considering that in Manhattan, there were five-star restaurants that could barely hold her attention for a single meal.

Lucky that the food is so good, Willa thought, taking in her surroundings. The décor was straight out of a pioneer exhibit she’d seen once at the New York Historical Society. The lace-edged curtains were yellowed with age, the fabric fraying. Peeling birch logs leaned into some of the corners, the wood tired and dusty. And the tin plates and lumberjack saws nailed to the walls were more primitive than rustic.
         

Willa stared over her gingham placemat and imagined ripping out the old booths—wood splintering and nails creaking—and replacing them with shiny chrome tables, the tops so reflective you could see your own face. She imagined painting the scuffed wooden floor a velvety black, and swapping out the sawed-off stump of a hostess station with a sleek podium. It would be the kind of place she could imagine in Manhattan, where all her friends would be angling for a dinner seat.

All her former friends, that is, since these days they’d probably rather sue her than have lunch with her.
         

Willa stared at her chipped coffee mug and wondered what they’d say if they could see her now, shoveling her face full of food at a two-bit diner in her hometown. They’d no doubt purse their perfect lips in barely contained laughter. Their wrinkle-free faces would stretch with mirth at the ramshackle house where she was staying, their manicured hands clapping together at the debacle her life had become.

She knew exactly how they’d react because she’d done it to others herself. She grimaced, remembering how Mercedes Whittaker’s husband had dumped her for a much-younger woman. He’d left poor Mercedes nearly penniless in a brutal divorce, and when Mercedes had to move to Brooklyn, Willa had simply deleted the woman’s phone number, as if they’d never been acquainted at all.

Willa swallowed a lump in her throat, regretting how awful she’d been and thinking of what a field day these women had—and were no doubt still having—with her wreck of an existence.
         

Not that her life was a mess exactly. She straightened in her seat, reminding herself that things could always be worse. Her dad had once told her that she had a solid brain for business, and a knack for getting things done. So what if she was back in Minnesota? She had a foolproof plan for her life here, and it was going to work.
         

But her gut clenched nonetheless. Part of her was beginning to wonder if she was navigating a new path to success as much as clinging to her only means of survival. Was she here because she wanted to be, or because she had to be?
         

The cowbell over the diner door clunked, and she set down her fork and biscuit, glad for the distraction. She’d expected the contractor twenty minutes ago, and she didn’t like being made to wait. She was also miffed that they weren’t meeting at her house. Didn’t a contractor need to look at a project to assess what needed to be done?
         

Willa knew firsthand how exhaustive the to-do list was since she’d been staying in her childhood home for the past forty-eight hours. By day, she’d pull white sheets off old furniture and try to sweep up years of dust and dirt; by night, she’d lie awake in her childhood bed, breathing in the house’s old air and listening for the scrabble of animal feet in the walls or, worse, close by her head. In the quiet darkness with the vermin closing in, she’d battle back tears—sometimes winning and sometimes sobbing until her ratty pillow was soaked with snot, wishing she felt more victorious already. She’d left Lance, after all. She’d started over. She was still standing, even if her former friends were rooting for her to fall on her face.
         

Instead, she’d stare at the ceiling, memorizing every crack and chip, thinking that her own life was cracked, too. She’d go red-faced with the realization of what a fool’s life she’d been living in New York. Her friends had been fake, her relationship had been a joke, and her whole life had been covered with a veneer she was too frightened to shed. Until it shattered into pieces before she could stop it, and she was left with raw reality staring her in the face.

In those moments, her only comfort would be the house’s persistent quiet. At least there was no one around to see her shame.

Because she’d been pacing the floorboards and staring at the walls in her misery for the past two days, Willa understood precisely what improvements needed to happen with her place. Even so, the contractor had insisted on meeting at the diner. By way of explanation, he said he knew he was up for the job—he’d been caring for the house since it had been abandoned nearly twelve years ago, after all—but he said he wanted to see Willa face-to-face, to determine if working together was going to be a good fit.

The New York Willa never would have put up with that kind of attitude. She would have snapped off her cell phone and found someone who would do exactly what she wanted, precisely when she wanted it. Spoiled New Yorkers could get away with so much. Like stealing their girlfriend’s money to make bad investments, for example, not to mention screwing up the finances of every single one of their friends.

Willa was just turning to see if the contractor was, in fact, there, when a man slid into the booth across from her.

“Willa?” he asked.

She couldn’t even reply. The air had gone from her lungs. The clinking, bustling sounds of the diner had receded to the edges of the earth. The world had gone still and silent as she stared into the eyes of Burk Olmstead. She’d know that stormy dark blue color anywhere.

B.C.’s Contracting was Burk’s business. In a million years, she never would have guessed or expected it. But now that he was here, it made perfect sense. No wonder he wanted to meet face-to-face: He wanted to ensure it wouldn’t be awkward for the two of them to work together.
         

Willa continued to stare, speechless, until the lines around Burk’s eyes deepened in a confused crinkle. She realized he was waiting for her to confirm her identity.

It had been more than a decade, after all.

Willa forced herself to smile and hold out her hand. “Hello, Burk.”

He grasped her fingers in a short, rough shake. The feel of his skin against hers sent an electric tingle through her body—a hundred times stronger than any pleasure the food had given her. She blinked, surprised at how easily it all came back. How her body could remember the touch of him, even all these years later.

He nodded at her. For an awkward moment, neither of them spoke. Willa waited for him to say something—anything—in a greeting: “It’s nice to see you” or “it’s been a while” or “what are you doing back?” But he remained stonily silent, the hard line of his jaw unmoving. His wide, muscular forearms rested on the table, perfectly still. His dark blue eyes never left her face. Nor did they betray any emotions. They were as hard and fixed as diamonds in a setting.

She hoped her own eyes were the same, but she doubted it. She was alarmed at how undone she felt at the sight of him—just like when they were teens.

Not that she was about to let herself get swept up in old memories.

“Would you like some coffee?” she asked finally. “Or some lunch? Sorry I started without you, but I’d been waiting a bit.”

Burk shook his head, instead pulling a small, battered notebook from the front of his plaid shirt. “I’m running behind. We’d better get started.”

Willa couldn’t remember Burk ever being this gruff. Or this handsome, she thought, taking in the tumble of dark hair, thicker than she recalled, and the edge of his cheekbones, sharper than when they’d dated in high school. The shadow of stubble across his face made her pulse quicken.

Willa, by contrast, knew her recent past hadn’t done her any favors. She’d put on weight from all the financial strain and legal battles related to Lance’s botched finances. She tried not to think about how her newfound curves must look next to a plate of decimated hot dish.

Not that Burk appeared to notice. He tapped a pen against the notepad’s spirals. “So you’re finally going to fix the old place up, eh?”

His vowels were incredibly round. “So” and “going” sounded drawn out, as if he was adding extra O’s to the words. Willa wondered if she’d talked like that at some point. She must have, but now it sounded like a foreign language.

“Yes, it’s stood empty for a long time, as you know. It needs a lot of work.”

“What do you want to start with?”

The brusque question was no doubt the result of Burk being time-strapped, but disappointment needled her nonetheless. Did he have to be so curt? She couldn’t expect Burk to treat her any differently just because they had a past. But she suddenly felt as if a long-buried part of her wanted him to.
         

No. Absolutely not. She stared at his mouth, fighting off the memory of his lips against hers all those years ago. The warm, tender brush of them. The sweet touch of skin on skin.
         

Forget it. She was not going to allow her emotions to sidetrack her. She knew firsthand how disastrous it could be to want something that just wasn’t there.
         

Besides, Burk was being terse, not to mention inefficient. If he’d met her at the house, they could have covered all his questions already. They could have walked around and talked about the things that needed taking care of first. If the purpose of the meeting was for them to figure out if they could work together, why was he asking about project priorities?

“As you know, there’s a lot to be done,” Willa answered carefully, reining in her emotions. “In addition to fixing up the obvious things—the roof, the floors, the windows—I also need to knock down some walls. And reroute some plumbing. Probably also put some additional appliances in the kitchen. A second stove maybe.”

For a moment, Burk didn’t answer. Willa wondered if his face had paled slightly, or if she was imagining it.

“That’s quite an overhaul,” he said finally.

“It needs to be. My goal is to turn it into a bed-and-breakfast. It’s about time, don’t you think? I’m positive this town is ready for a first-class place to stay.” Willa didn’t know why she sounded like she was trying to talk the entire diner into liking her idea.

Something dark flashed in the depths of Burk’s stormy eyes. There was a time when Willa would have been able to read it—to know exactly what every expression or gesture meant—but that was long ago.

“We already have the Great Lakes Inn on the other side of town,” Burk said. “And I’m not sure they’re exactly bursting with customers. You sure you want to open a second motel when the first one can barely break even?”

Willa’s insides flamed with frustration. “It’s not a motel, it’s a bed-and-breakfast. There’s a huge difference. And I’m not going to have rotting bedspreads with lighthouses on them like that dump. I’m going to have down comforters and roaring fires and five-star food. Comfy couches and beautiful grounds and freshly baked cookies in the afternoon. Plus fresh juices and teas anytime you want them. Not to mention first-rate wines. All the things they have in B and B’s out East.”
         

Burk arched a dark eyebrow. For some reason, the motion sent a shiver through her.

“Sounds expensive,” he said.

Willa squared her shoulders. “It will be elegant. Lovely.”
         

“Suit yourself,” he said, his eyes returning to his notebook.

Willa had the distinct impression he wasn’t convinced. Which was fine, she supposed. She needed a contractor, not a consultant.

“There are a few outdoor issues as well as indoor,” she said, pressing forward with her project list. “Some rotted wood on the front porch, though I’m not sure—”

Burk held up his hand. “No need to go into any of that yet.”

Willa blinked. She wasn’t used to being shut down like this by anyone, much less Burk. In high school, he had once driven to the next town over for ice cream when it turned out that White Pine’s own Lumberjack Grocery was out of rocky road, her favorite. She would have settled for vanilla, but Burk told her she deserved to have what she really wanted. When he came back with the rocky road, she kissed him so hard that they wound up entwined together for hours, and the ice cream had melted into a puddle on the counter.

“You under a deadline?” he asked, jarring her back to the here and now.

“Not strictly. Certainly the sooner the bett—”

“Well, I’m always on deadline. And I like to finish projects quickly. If I take this on, I’ll be at the site often. No screwing around. If I’m in your way, that’s just part of it. I aim to get it done fast. And right. Will that be a problem?”

Willa sat back, shocked by his tone. She suddenly debated hitting the yellow pages, maybe trying to find someone else to do the work. But if it had been Burk caring for the house all these years, then he’d know it better than anyone. It would only make sense to keep him on the job.

“No,” she replied.

He scratched something on his notepad, then shoved it back into his flannel pocket. When his eyes met hers again, she thought she saw a softness there—a spark of kindness. Her heart fluttered in anticipation. He was going to tell her how good it was to see her, and that it made sense for them to collaborate on this project together. Finally.
         

Instead, he stood up. “We’ll get started tomorrow. Eight o’clock sharp. I was late today, but it’s only because my truck wouldn’t start. That’s the exception, not the rule.”

Willa pressed her lips together, more disappointed than she wanted to admit at his gruff manner. It shouldn’t matter to her whether Burk Olmstead was glad to see her. She didn’t need him to be nice to her, for heaven’s sake. All that mattered was that he was willing to work on the house.
         

Or so she thought until he gave her a small smile. Instantly, her breath caught. She leaned forward, tensing with an inexplicable desire to hear him say how glad he was to have her back in White Pine again.

“You have melted cheese on your upper lip,” he said instead.

Willa raked her napkin over her mouth, her cheeks flaming with embarrassment as he strode out of the diner. As she heard the cowbell clunk over the door, she suddenly wanted nothing more than to be back in New York, breathing in the dense air of the city as she threaded her way down packed sidewalks, past galleries and shops and restaurants where she could pop in and get sushi anytime she wanted. She rubbed her forehead, knowing that if she asked for an eel roll here, they’d probably send her down to the Birch River with a pole.

Taking a breath, Willa flattened her palms on the table’s slick wood top. Two days in, and she already wanted to flee Minnesota. It wasn’t a good sign, that was for sure, but New York was in the past. She was going to have to make White Pine work now. She was going to have to make her bed-and-breakfast work, for that matter.

She paid the bill, marveling at how little her meal cost and at how the waitress, Cindi, had dotted her i with a heart on the handwritten ticket.
         

People like Cindi-with-a-heart needed what she had to offer them, Willa reasoned. They were behind the times, and she had a New York aesthetic to bring to the town. People like Cindi would positively eat up the level of culture and sophistication she’d give them with her B and B.

Right. Because shacking up with a fumbling investor and then leaving town when you’re on the edge of broke is so high-class, a voice inside her chided.
         

Willa swallowed. Her past wasn’t blemish-free, that was for sure, but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. And she wasn’t about to let Burk Olmstead stand in her way, either.

He could give her attitude all day long and it wouldn’t matter. He could yammer about the Great Lakes Inn and it wouldn’t make an iota of difference.

Her job was to think of him as a contractor now, and nothing more.

She stepped out of the diner into the crisp sunshine and tilted her face to the sky. A breeze rustled the leaves of Main Street’s trees. The smell from the nearby bakery floated on the air, warm and sweet.

Behind her was New York and all the mistakes in her life she couldn’t fix. The embarrassment of it was right there, a tar pit of humiliation bubbling just under her skin. But she refused to crack. She blinked away the tears that sprang into her eyes. A herculean wave of embarrassment was trying to drown her in the idea that she was just a stupid, shallow socialite, and she’d lost everything as a result.

But she wouldn’t go under just yet. Because ahead was the one thing she could fix: her house.
         

Or more precisely, Burk Olmstead could fix her house.

Briefly she wondered if she could trust herself alone with him for weeks on end, but then she shook off the thought and the all-over tingle that accompanied it. She exhaled to cool the heat in her body. The girl who had loved Burk Olmstead was long gone, and the boy who had loved her back had disappeared into an exterior as hard as concrete.

Which was just as it should be.

Houses needed lots of concrete, after all.


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER TWO
            

Wednesday, September 19, 11:57 a.m.
            



Burk Olmstead started up his battered red pickup and told himself that his hands were shaking from the vibration in the engine—not from seeing Willa Masterson again after all these years.
         

When she left twelve years ago, he’d longed for her to come back with a ferocity that bordered on insanity. But now—well, seeing her in White Pine again after all this time, he was anxious for her to turn around and head back the way she’d come.
         

Not that it was any big deal. After all, she barely even looked like herself anymore. Her blond hair was shorter and darker. Her clothes were crisp and tailored, so prim and proper compared to the wisps of T-shirts and shorts he remembered her wearing, the kind that would expose great swaths of her silky skin. In other words, she was a woman now, curvier and more solid in a way that had caught him completely off guard. And if he was honest, had him wanting to place his hand in the space where her hip met her waist—a contour that hadn’t been there when they were kids.

He shook his head. Whatever she looked like today, it didn’t matter. She wasn’t the fiery, hotheaded blonde he once knew.

And once loved, he thought.
         

Except that was a long time ago. He was a different person now.

And clearly, so was she.

He drove down Main Street, keeping the hardware store on his left and the Birch River on his right. The sidewalks in front of all the stores were dappled with sun and shadow, the leaves on the nearby trees fluttering and dancing. The bright green of summer was yellowing as fall approached—the air was already turning cool, and the sky was that impossible, cloudless blue that would soon form the backdrop for fat orange pumpkins and stacks of yellow hay and baskets of red apples.

The American flag in front of Loon Call Antiques flapped above painted pots bursting with yellow and orange mums. When the snow started, the store would pull in its wooden benches. But for now, anyone could sit and watch the town’s hustle and bustle. Not that it was much of a show, but Burk often liked to get a donut at the Rolling Pin, or a scoop of ice cream at the Dairy Dream, and weather permitting, sit on those rough old seats, listening to the whisper of the river or the splash of the small fountain in front of the library.

He loved the quiet comfort of this place, but Willa Masterson never had. Back in the day, she couldn’t wait to leave White Pine, which made him wonder what in the world had happened to bring her back. And to think about opening a B and B to boot.

He frowned, still feeling the warmth on his skin where they’d shaken hands. When he was in high school, he thought he would burst into flames just being around her. Now here he was, fighting the same urges. His groin tightened, but he took deep breaths, forcing his muscles to relax.

He’d thought the days when Willa Masterson could have any effect on him were long gone. He’d thought he’d made sure of that. Which meant that if she was back in town and he was getting riled up again—well, he’d just have to work a little harder at putting the past away. He wasn’t a sinewy kid in a secondhand leather jacket anymore, trying to get close to the most beautiful girl in high school. Not to mention the richest.

These days, he was fit and successful. Ladies liked a self-made man, which was good for Burk, who liked the ladies. He had it good, he knew. B.C.’s Contracting was doing well. Or if not well, then it was doing fine.

Most months anyway.

Burk shook his head. He was in the black now, and that was all that mattered. He looked great. He felt incredible. The list of things in the world that could mess up his game was short, and Willa Masterson was definitely not on it.

His phone buzzed on the seat next to him, and he glanced down at the text. Dinner later?
         

He fought a stab of disappointment when he didn’t recognize the number. He’d hoped it was his sister, Anna, inviting him over for a family meal. Now he’d have to figure out whether the message was from the curvy brunette he’d met at the bowling alley the other night, or the raven-haired cashier at the lawn and garden store. Or that large-animal veterinarian whose skin had smelled like strawberries.

He swung a left at the library and drove up a small hill—out of the river valley and into White Pine’s tree-lined neighborhoods—and wondered if he should just invite himself over to Anna’s instead. He’d never say it out loud, but spending time with his sister and her family, especially his niece, Juniper, was the highlight of his week. Those dinners were worth it, even if he had to endure his sister fussing and clucking over him all the time, like he was a chick wandering too far away from the coop.

You work too much, she’d tell him when dinner was over and it was time to serve dessert. Inevitably, she’d set down an apple pie or a peach cobbler or still-warm chocolate chip cookies (he had to hand it to his sister, she could bake), along with a strong cup of coffee. Then, like it was a ritual, he’d sip the coffee—black—and try to explain how hard it was to keep a small company afloat. As the owner, you had to do everything.
         

“And that includes denying yourself dessert, too, apparently,” Anna would reply, folding her arms across her chest and letting her dark blue eyes, the same color as his, take in the untouched treat.

He didn’t know how to tell her he couldn’t handle the excess. What were the words he could use to explain the system, the routine he’d developed once he’d realized no one was going to hand him anything in life? He and his sister had grown up in the same hardscrabble house, but they’d responded differently to identical conditions. She had softened, finding clever ways to indulge herself when she could—like baking delicious meals and desserts—whereas he’d scraped all the indulgences away in favor of ruthless pragmatism.

These days, he favored checklists and rules that formed the building blocks of the life he wanted, working as hard as he did because it felt right, like the harder he labored, the better he became. He could control more, do more, achieve more.

Plus, he was responsible for a crew of six. If he didn’t pay them, no one did. When times were lean, like they had been recently, it was on Burk to make things right.

He inched the truck down Oak Street, thick tree branches arcing above him. A V of geese honked overhead, wings carrying them south, away from the inevitable Minnesota winter. You’re leaving too soon, Burk wanted to call to them as the sun filtered through leaves that would soon explode with color. It was the best time to live in Minnesota if you asked him. He threw the truck in park and stepped out into the fresh, open air, filling his lungs with it.
         

This is where I belong, he thought, facing the house at 802 Oak Street. Willa’s house, technically.
         

He studied the 1920s Arts-and-Crafts-style house as he had a thousand times before—sometimes from the street, and sometimes from up close, when he’d trim back the bushes or clean out the gutters or shovel snow in the winter.

The thick columns on the front, more square than round, rose up to meet a porch roof lined with teak slats. Above that, on the second story, windows filled with thick, wavy glass twinkled in the sun. The third floor was capped with a strong peak, angular and elegant at the same time. The whole house was like that, Burk thought, angular and elegant, which was why he loved it so much. He had admired it ever since Willa’s family had lived there, when he used to climb up a trellis in the back and sneak into Willa’s bed.
         

It was the only way boys like Burk got inside the Mastersons’ house, or any house on Oak Street for that matter. Burk glanced at the stately Victorian next door, and the sturdy brick Tudor across the street. Growing up, his family had lived closer to the river, in tumbledown apartments that were perpetually damp. He could still remember the sandy, moldy smell that permeated the place, so omnipresent you’d swear it was pressed into the walls.

There was a time the Olmsteads didn’t belong on Oak Street.

But things were different now. Burk had worked thousands of hours to make something of himself, to build a life and a business that earned him respect and a decent living. He wanted a home on Oak street—this home in particular.
         

He was the one who’d kept the place up after Willa’s mom, Edna, had abandoned it. He’d hammered new boards into the porch. He’d torn down ivy winding its way into the old chimney. He’d hacked back the bushes so it didn’t look so overgrown. Sure, she’d paid him as a caretaker, but he kept it up even after he’d grown his maintenance company into a contracting business. He’d kept it up even when he didn’t get reimbursed for restaining the back deck or buying a new lawnmower when the ancient one in the garage finally expired.

When he was honest with himself, he’d admit that, initially, there was an idiotic, foolish part of him that had wanted the place to look perfect when Willa came home. At least in those first few years after she’d left.

There were days he’d find himself staring down the driveway or peering out of the third-floor windows, aching to see her walking toward him. Always he imagined her returning with an apology on her perfect lips, reaching for him with both remorse and hope. In his secret dream, he’d sweep her into his arms and crush her to him, the past forgotten and the future spread before them like a summer sky.

But the image in his mind’s eye grew dim and distant as time marched on and Willa didn’t come back. Eventually his mom got sick, and he kept up the house for her, imagining himself buying it for her one day. He’d talked to Anna about moving their mom onto Oak Street for the remainder of her life, letting her live in luxurious surroundings after all her years of poverty and backbreaking work. But Anna just shook her head, reminding him that a big, rambling house was no place for an old lady who couldn’t climb stairs. Anna insisted on a nursing home for Mom, where she could be looked after and cared for. Which was precisely what happened, and where Mom was happy until she passed away three years ago.

Burk stared at a gap around the front window that needed caulk, figuring the house was big for him, too. But when he settled down with the right girl and had a family, it would be perfect. And until he found The One, he was having a very good time with all the possible candidates.

In the meantime, he would keep up the house because that was what hardworking people did when rich people like the Mastersons cast things aside. They were careless with valuable items (people, houses, it didn’t matter), whereas Burk had the patience and resolve to prove that what the Mastersons left to rot could still become something meaningful, something worthwhile. It was a bitter thought, he knew. There was a shard of sadness in it, too, sharp enough to make him wonder if there wasn’t part of him that still wished Willa had come home sooner, and that they’d been able to build their lives together. Right here in this very place.

But that was not to be. And now, in its current state, Burk knew he could get the house for a song. He’d not only restore the home, but make it more beautiful than it had been before. This house had been his dream for years, for so long it felt like he and the house were inextricably connected. It was his past, and it would be his future. Whether Willa was part of that dream didn’t matter much anymore.

Burk had sent Edna a few letters about buying the house before she passed away. She’d reluctantly agreed to consider his offer, but then she died, and the title had passed to Willa.

It was a blow to his plans, to be sure. But if he knew anything about Willa Masterson, he knew an old house wouldn’t hold her attention for long. And when she lost interest, he’d be there with his checkbook.

Besides, anyone could see this B and B idea was all wrong for Willa. He could recall weekends, back when they were together, when folks from Minneapolis would stream into White Pine to hunt for antiques on Main Street or at barn sales, and Willa would be flying in the opposite direction, into the heart of the city itself, to shop or eat at a new restaurant. The irony of the traffic pattern was never lost on Burk: City folks thought their answer was in the country, while Willa couldn’t wait to get out of the country and into the urban jungle.

Sometimes Burk went with Willa on these city excursions, and it was because of her that he’d tried Korean bibimbap and seen an Andy Warhol painting at the Walker Art Center. Life with Willa was never dull—in fact, it was just the opposite, packed with enough curiosity and energy to make him dizzy. His chest tightened, remembering how differently he saw the world when Willa was around. He’d cover her smiling cheeks with kisses, plunge his hands into her wild hair, or run his lips along her golden skin, never curbing the emotions that came tumbling out of him with reckless abandon—happiness, passion, devotion. He’d been drunk with love, it seemed, so intoxicated that sometimes he was light-headed for days.

He shook his head. The memories were pale and far away now, which was how he was determined to keep them, even if Willa was back in town. Light-headedness wasn’t a sensation he particularly liked anymore.

The truth was, Willa was never in one place for very long or interested in something past a certain point. Burk figured she’d pursue the B and B idea for a while until she grew bored of it. And then he’d persuade her to give the place up.

Besides, this wasn’t going to be a cheap renovation. Not that money had ever been an issue for Willa’s family, but if he played his cards right and emphasized everything that needed to be done (and the subsequent costs), he’d have her begging him to take the place off her hands.
         

Burk clenched his jaw, wondering how he was going to feel, working on his house with Willa directing the overhaul. He tried not to picture her full lips and shining eyes, the color of summer leaves. He pushed away the thought, wondering if having her around could be a blessing in disguise. Not because there was any attraction there, but because he could get the first stages of the rehab over with and she’d have to pay for them.
         

He and his crew would get paid for the big stuff that needed to get done regardless, then she’d be gone. He’d get her out of there before she did anything too crazy. Like knocking down walls and messing with the plumbing.

If by some chance she managed to do something he hated in the short time she was here, he could always change it back when she left.

Because she would leave. She always did.
         

And this time, he’d be ushering her out the door, instead of mourning her absence. Burk knew how to push her buttons, after all. He’d had experience getting her riled up, the same way she’d have him straining against his own skin, wanting her so badly his whole body ached. Oh man, they sure could get each other to do things back in the day. He tried not to think about how good some of those things had felt when they were together years ago. He closed his eyes against the warmth that suddenly spread through him.
         

For so long that warmth had been followed by pain, and he wasn’t about to let himself forget that Willa Masterson had torn him apart.

More than he’d like to admit most days.

She’d let a crumbling home life drive her from White Pine, refusing to allow Burk to help her think things through or work things out. She’d rejected the idea that Burk, the poor kid from the wrong side of the tracks, had anything to offer her, and she’d fled to the East Coast.

He and the house—they’d both been abandoned. Together.

He’d worked hard to forget her. He’d filled his life with enough women to create a library of pleasurable memories that didn’t involve her. He wasn’t about to let the curve ball of her reappearance throw him off balance.

He was focused on his goal instead: the house on Oak Street. This was his dream. It was his opportunity to prove that the things that other people thought were no good were actually incredibly worthwhile.
         

To reach it, he would send Willa packing. It was a favor, really. To her. To the town. And most of all, to himself.

He wasn’t that lanky, hard-up kid anymore, and she wasn’t the magnetic, unreachable girl who called the shots.

The house required months of work, but he’d have her gone in two weeks. He could all but guarantee it.


	

    
	
		
CHAPTER THREE
            

Wednesday, September 19, 3:36 p.m.
            



Later that afternoon, Willa inhaled the scent of wood smoke from a distant bonfire as she strode across the high school practice field, quickening her step so she wouldn’t be late. In New York, she’d never cared much for punctuality, but she knew she needed to start off on the right foot here. Burk had upset her whole morning, but she wasn’t about to let that keep her from meeting an old high school friend who had messaged her on Facebook. She’d encouraged Willa to “stop by and say hi” today.
         

It was a casual request, but Willa could still feel a damp sweat starting on the back of her neck. She knew all too well that an invite to anything—even a casual drop-in—was more than she deserved. She hadn’t exactly been Miss Congeniality in high school. And now she worried whether her past might be an obstacle as she tried to start her B and B. Would locals refuse to patronize her establishment because she’d been a ruthless snob more than a decade ago?

It would serve her right, she supposed, for the way she’d had her nose in the air all these years. Karma would make sure she’d show up today wearing her tailored jacket and flawless makeup, and everyone would see right past it, straight to her jumbled, wrinkled insides and fear-knotted muscles.

They’ll know right away I’m a failure, she thought, sweating even more. She took a deep breath, telling herself there was nothing she could do about it. Not really. The time to be nice had been years ago, and it was too late for that. It was time to face the music playing now.
         

She stepped onto the red clay track where she had perfected her stride in the 800-meter run when she was a teenager. She blinked when she saw her name still painted on the side of the field house. It was back from when she’d set the high school record in the event, and it still stood.

A surge of pride made her feel both elated and ridiculous. If Lance could see her now, he’d probably caution her not to share her accomplishments any further. “If you trained for the Olympics at Choate, that’s one thing. But setting a track record in a Midwestern town won’t impress anyone.”

He’d be right, of course. It was one of the things that she admired about him, the way he knew exactly how to navigate their social circle in New York. What to say, what to withhold, which invitations to reply to, which to blow off. He knew the game even better than Willa did, and that was what had drawn her to him. She’d respected Lance for his acumen, for his ambition. At least until his need for more had consumed him—and led to a series of bad investments.
         

Looking back, she could kick herself for not being the daughter her dad had raised, the one who checked bank balances regularly, who looked at the bottom line and didn’t automatically trust when other people said her money was fine, just fine. She’d been a fool for months, trusting Lance blindly with her finances, and she’d lost nearly everything as a result.

But no more.

She lifted her chin in spite of her pounding pulse, and kept walking. Her fortune had started in White Pine with her dad’s sound investments, and it would be rebuilt here, too. Literally, in fact, starting with her childhood home.

Her one asset. She could sell it, she knew, but her dad had taught her to cultivate an income, not pursue a short-term windfall.

“Make your assets work for you,” he’d told her.
         

When it had dawned on her that a house could make money—that it could generate revenue like all good investments—she had two choices. Either she could rent it out to tenants, or fix it up and turn it into a B and B. She’d chosen the latter, mostly because she herself needed a place to stay (she couldn’t very well rent out a house that she needed to live in). Plus she liked the aesthetic of a B and B. She loved the idea of creating a space where people could enjoy themselves.
         

And all it would take was a top-to-bottom renovation.

She blinked against the image of Burk Olmstead that was suddenly in her mind. His sharp jaw, his dark hair. As her feet carried her across the red clay, she realized that Burk had cheered for her during track meets on this very same field, his voice ringing in her ears above everyone else’s. Her cheeks heated at the memory of his hands on her body when they were young.

We were just kids, she thought. We didn’t even know what we were doing. And yet there was a magical sweetness about their relationship she’d never forgotten. He might be a jerk now, but back in the day, he had been the prom king to her prom queen, tipping her plastic crown sideways to get her to smile. My king, she’d called him, giggling when he’d put the plastic scepter in the front of his pants. He was always ribbing her, cracking jokes, and getting her snobby, stuck-up self laughing until her sides hurt.
         

That is, until her dad passed away late into her senior year. Oddly, her desire for Burk had only increased when her dad was gone. Burk had loved her, had been there for her when no one else had, holding her so she wouldn’t be consumed by the bottomless pit of her own grief.

Willa trembled at the memories she’d locked away for so long. Their bodies pressed together in the back of Burk’s old Chevy. Willa’s bed at night, when he’d climb the trellis and sneak in. Later, after her mom fled the house, he came in the front door. They’d spent whole nights together, and she could remember his fingers trailing down her skin, both of them shivering with excitement and maybe a little bit of fear.

You never forget your first time. And sometimes those memories get you all hot and bothered while you walk across a field, Willa thought.
         

She shook her head, wanting to tuck her memories away. After all, it wasn’t exactly an ideal time. Her dad had passed, her mom had taken off, and her story with Burk hadn’t ended happily ever after. She wasn’t exactly brimming with warm feelings for that period.

Instead, she focused on the other side of the track. Her high school classmate Audrey Tanner was standing near a cluster of aluminum bleachers. It had been twelve years since they’d seen each other, but they’d recently gotten back in touch on Facebook. Out of all the friend requests Willa had sent to her old classmates when she knew she’d be coming back to White Pine, Audrey’s had been one of the few that had been accepted.

“You made it!” Audrey said as Willa approached. Audrey’s white teeth flashed, and her thick brown ponytail bounced. Willa relaxed slightly when the note of sarcasm she’d half expected to hear in Audrey’s voice wasn’t there.

“It’s so good to see you,” Willa replied as the two women embraced. Willa couldn’t remember them ever hugging in high school, but here they were, clutching each other as if they’d been best friends. Willa was so used to the brief, showy hugs of her friends in New York that she was surprised to find herself squeezing Audrey for real. She told herself it was because she was trying to show Audrey she wasn’t an ice queen anymore, but part of her wondered if she was actually, genuinely desperate for a few crumbs of affection.

It didn’t help that the close hug meant Willa could feel Audrey’s lean, muscled figure underneath her workout clothes. She pushed down a stab of envy. Audrey was the high school girls’ track coach now, and had almost the same body as she did when she and Willa had run together all those years ago. As the two women separated, Willa pulled her jacket more tightly around her torso. Her figure was decidedly not the same.
         

“It’s so insane that you’re here,” Audrey said, her molasses brown eyes fixed on Willa’s. “I can’t believe you actually moved back. How are you settling in?”

Willa hedged, suddenly wondering how to answer. The coffee here is swill and I’d kill for real espresso. Burk Olmstead is my contractor and it took my breath away to see him again. Sometimes at night I think it’s too quiet and I can hear my own pulse. Instead, she gave Audrey her biggest Miss Dairy Pageant smile. If she was going to build a new life in White Pine, she needed to convince everyone that she—the former prom queen, track star, and pageant winner—not only belonged here, but loved it.
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