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​CHAPTER ONE
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You’re going to be fine. You can do this.” The voice at the other end of the line was sure and strong, exactly opposite of how Brynn felt.

“Are you sure?” Brynn’s stomach churned. Pulling her shawl tightly across her shoulders and crossing her arms, she stared out the window, wondering what she had gotten herself into as she spoke with her best friend and most ardent supporter.

“Of course I’m sure.” Amusement tinged Sally’s tone. “Really, Brynn, you need to be a little bit more like you used to be. What happened to that girl who was so confident? The one who moved to another state and set out on her own?”

“She failed miserably and ended up back home.” Edging over to the stove, Brynn tried her best to stay close to the window, afraid she would lose reception. It was easy to do in this rural area.

The boiling water had simmered low in the pan. It just filled the cup, sending the tea bag floating near the surface. Brynn lifted it to her lips, blowing on it to cool it. The delicious scent of apple cinnamon wafted through the air.

“I swear you’re going to love it there. It’s perfect for you. And all those Oakley boys are there, too. Maybe you should check them out.”

Brynn laughed. “Is that all you think about? The last thing I need right now is a boyfriend. I have to get my life back in order. It’s just after....”

“I know.” Sally’s voice was full of sympathy. “But Brynn, sometimes things just don’t work out. It doesn’t mean you failed.”

“Since when does being fired not mean you failed?”

“Those people weren’t very bright. They couldn’t see what they had in front of them. You are one of the greatest employees anyone could ever have.” Brynn could almost see her friend tapping off the qualities on her fingers as she continued, “You’re hard-working, reliable, dedicated. You’re loyal....”

“All traits that got me fired. Okay, okay.” Brynn grinned. “I get it. You’re my number one fan. And I have to admit, I am glad to be back in Tennessee.” Brynn had been dreaming of returning to Tennessee for years. Which is ironic since I tried so long to escape it. But the bright lights of the city had not been as glorious as she had imagined, their glimmer fading with time.

Added to that, Brynn had refused to mislead a very important and wealthy client for the good of the business and had been let go.

“I missed all of you so much.” Brynn sighed.

“I know you did. I was worried you would go and meet someone up there and make a terrible mistake before I could get you back in your home state.” Brynn could hear the laughter in Sally’s voice as she teased her.

Brynn frowned. “And now I’m here and you’re gone.” Sally was away finishing her graduate degree. If only you were here. 

“I’ll be back again one day.”

“It’s just,” Brynn started again, struggling to put her fears into words. She put her empty cup in the sink, wrapping the shawl more tightly around her body as if to ward off the chill. “They seem rather cold.”

“Who? The Oakley’s?” Sally asked. “Well, they certainly can be. They’re that rich, old money type, after all. But that doesn’t make Jack any less handsome.”

Brynn rolled her eyes as she settled into the old wooden chair by the door and pulled on her hiking boots. “Jack Oakley would never give me the time of day. I can describe exactly what his type is like.”

“And what’s that?” Sally sounded amused.

“Tall, blonde, thin.”

“Well, you’re at least two of those things,” Sally teased.

Brynn shifted the phone to her right side, tucking it in between her shoulder and her ear while she tugged on her boots and tied the laces. “Well, I’m not interested in him. I’ve had enough of those rich, old money types in Chicago. They’re always rude and arrogant and expect perfection.”

“I don’t know.” Sally’s voice sounded strange to Brynn. “He’s not all that bad.”

“What?” Brynn scoffed. “Weren’t you the one who complained about the Oakley boys back in your hometown of Sugar Maple all the time while we were in college?”

“Yes,” Sally said slowly. “But, I don’t know, I just kind of feel sorry for Jack now.”

“Why would you feel sorry for Jack Oakley?” Brynn stamped her feet against the floor and stood up. She reached for her jacket and pulled it on, delaying the inevitable at every turn.

“Why not?” Sally asked, her voice breezy. Brynn narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “I might have been a bit hard on him. There was some family stuff going on. Anyway, I think you two would be perfect for each other, and you could really help get this festival thing started at Oakleaf Manor.”

“I still don’t understand why they’re trying to start these festivals and events here.” Brynn shook her head. “Not that I’m not glad they are. I have to admit, I love the cottage they assigned me to live in.”

It was a tiny place, but cozy. The front room was roughly furnished with an old sofa and a tiny round table with four kitchen chairs. With a living room on one side and kitchen on the other, it was small, but efficient.

The bedroom was at the back of the cottage with the bathroom on the right. The old cast iron tub was one of Brynn’s favorite features, and it spoke to the character of the homey little cottage as well as the manor.

Oakleaf Manor was easily one of the biggest farms Brynn had ever seen. It was absolutely gorgeous, covered in hills and streams with hidden glens and hilltop views. Scattered about the property as if surrounding the main manor house were dozens of tiny cottages and barns. Most were not in great shape due to their years of disuse and many had fallen into disrepair, something Brynn couldn’t help but hold against the Oakley’s. They should have kept this place up, Brynn thought. But it was still absolutely amazing.

Not that everything about Sugar Maple, Tennessee wasn’t amazing. Brynn had met Sally in college and had heard all about her friend’s hometown over the years. But she had never been to visit before now. As soon as she had pulled into the sleepy village, Brynn had known she was home. She couldn’t thank Sally enough for getting her the job, along with housing, after her world had fallen apart up north.

“I guess I should go.” Brynn checked the clock. She was surprised to find her hands were shaking. I’ve survived much worse than this.

“You’ll be fine,” Sally assured her once more. “I’ll call you later.”

Brynn hung up the phone and took a deep breath, forcing herself to open the door and step onto her porch. It was time to start her new life.
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​CHAPTER TWO
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​The crisp air stung Brynn’s nose as she took a deep breath. The old wooden barn opposite her cottage was covered in dying vines edged with white frost.

Brynn lowered herself to the swing, clasping the chilly chain with one hand. It was cold in her grasp. She swung gently, one foot against the rough wood floors as she waited.

He’s late.

Mrs. Oakley had called her the night before to make sure she had arrived and settled in and to tell her she wasn’t feeling well and that her son Jack would be showing her around her first day.

Brynn had seen him only for a moment when she picked up the keys the night before. He had seemed upset as he stared into the fire, barely glancing up to welcome her. Brynn hoped he would not be in such a foul mood today.

The chilly weather was refreshing as the world awoke around Brynn.

Dew shown on the grass stretching out before her before dipping down towards the glen in the distance. The early morning air was cool, and a slight fog rose off the ground towards the heavens making the world seemed like a dream. An old dirt road ran in front of Brynn’s cottage and past the barn, worn tracks leading into it.

Her cottage was off the beaten path, but Brynn didn’t mind. In fact, she welcomed it. It was nice to feel as if she were alone in this place. A world of my own.

The stillness was broken abruptly by the sound of a motor as an old truck came into view. It was obviously a farm truck, faded red and rusty in spots. Its tailgate seemed to be perpetually lowered, and it shook as the driver careened towards her over bumps. Slamming on the brakes, the truck slid to a stop just as it reached Brynn’s house.

With a loud creaking groan, the door popped open, and Jack Oakley climbed out.

Jack was tall with slightly shaggy dark hair. A strong nose and lifted chin made him appear arrogant. His body language radiated a relaxed confidence, but it seemed false to Brynn somehow when she saw the worry in his dark green eyes.

His dark flannel shirt and jeans were covered with a long tan coat, and he stared at her over the hood of his truck.

“Well, what do you think about the place?” Jack came around the front of the truck and towards her, stopping at the stairs just off the cottage porch.

“I love it so far.” Brynn stood up, and the swing shook crazily. “I guess you’re going to show me around?” Brynn asked and immediately felt the heat rise in her cheeks. Why else would he be here?

Jack grinned slightly. “Mama would love to, but she’s sick.” He hesitated. “So I guess so.” He squinted at her. “Are you ready?”

“I’m ready when you are.” Brynn followed him down the stairs and to the truck.

The door refused to yield to Brynn. She felt foolish as Jack turned to her, slapping his hands on the hood of the truck and leaning on them as he stared at her once more. “You need some help?”

He’ll think I can’t do anything right, Brynn thought. If I can’t open the door, how can he expect me to run his whole farm? Or at least the event side of it?

“No, I’ve got it.” Brynn struggled with the door, trying alternately to press the button and tug. It rattled in her grasp, but refused to open. Jack climbed inside, stretching one long arm along the seats as he watched her with a barely suppressed grin.

“You sure?” Jack’s voice was muffled from inside the truck.

Brynn nodded, putting all of her effort into opening the door. Just open, she silently begged.

Reaching over, Jack tugged at the inside handle, and the door popped open, sending Brynn careening onto her backside in the dewy grass.

Jack leapt from the truck and rushed over to her, helping her up despite her protests. His forehead wrinkled in concern as he lifted her to her feet. “I’m so sorry.”

“I’m okay.” Brynn dusted off her pants. “I told you I didn’t need your help.” Her hands stung from the fall, but not near as badly as her pride.

“Well,” Jack hesitated, “you kind of did.”

“What do you mean?” Brynn grasped the handle on the door frame and jumped, lifting herself into the truck. It was tall, and she had to climb to even get inside.

Jack circled the truck, opening his door and settling easily behind the wheel once more. He started the old vehicle, and the chugging engine filled the still air.

“The handle’s broken.” Jack tone was clipped, and he refused to meet her eyes. “It doesn’t open from the outside.”

“Oh.” Brynn felt suddenly very foolish. “You should’ve told me.”

“Yeah.” Jack grinned. “But it was kind of funny watching you try to get it open.”

“I bet it was.” Brynn felt her face growing even redder.

She felt more than saw Jack peek at her from the corner of his eyes, trying to gauge her response. “Sorry, I didn’t know you couldn’t take a joke.”

Brynn refused to answer him, focusing instead on the world outside.

“I’m Jack Oakley, by the way.” Jack gestured to the land before them. “And this is Oakleaf Manor.”

Here you go again. Don’t be so sensitive. She decided to give the man beside her the benefit of the doubt. Maybe he didn’t intentionally mean to embarrass her.

“I’m sorry.” Brynn paused. “I’m Brynn.”

“I’m sorry, too. Let’s forget it ever happened. It’s nice to meet you, Brynn. So what do you think of Oakleaf Manor so far?”

“It’s the prettiest place I’ve ever seen.”

And it was. 

The dirt road leading to Brynn’s cottage wound around a corner and down a knoll through a narrow copse of sugar maples to the main farm road. The main road itself was barely visible from Brynn’s cottage, cloaked as it was by the hills and trees, but it came into view as they emerged from the thick cover of low-hanging branches heavy with burgundy and gold leaves. They rumbled off the dirt road and onto the main road, and Jack sped up.

“Wow,” Brynn breathed. “I didn’t realize it was so big.”

“You haven’t seen half of it.” Jack began to point out several fields, meadows, and barns. A large pond dominated the field just below Brynn’s house and through the trees. Brynn stared at its glistening surface, watching the ducks paddle past.

“In the summer we take some boats out there and fish.” Jack flipped on his turn signal, though there was no need. It seemed the whole farm was deserted, save Brynn and Jack.

“There’s the main house. But I guess you saw it last night.” The main house stood on one of the tallest hills overlooking the farm below it with an amazing view on all sides. The hill rose slightly behind it as a part of the house. The Oakley’s home was huge and reminded Brynn of a 1920s manor house. Its windows seemed to be watching them as they drove past.

“So that’s where you grew up?”

Jack nodded as he stared at it. “Me and generations of other Oakley’s.”

“Where are all the other descendants?”

Jack grinned sarcastically. “Scattered to the winds. Let’s just say the Oakley’s aren’t very big in the luck department.”

“Oh.”

“Least of all me,” Jack muttered, his voice low.

The farm stretched out for miles around them, and Brynn enjoyed the view as they drove along. It seemed to take forever as Jack negotiated all the old trails and narrow lanes off the paved farm road.

“And this,” Jack said as they pulled into a dead-end drive in front of a dilapidated house. Its windows were broken, and its door stood ajar. “This is where we get out and hike.”

“Hike?” Brynn asked. “But haven’t we seen all of it?”

Jack shook his head, laughing. “Half of the farm isn’t even developed.”

“I can’t believe one family owns all of this.”

“Neither can I,” Jack said, his voice dark and expression unreadable as he left the truck and walked around to the back, pulling a backpack from the bed. He shrugged it onto his shoulders while shoving a baseball cap onto his head, hiding his eyes. “What’s the matter? Afraid you’re going to get dirty?”

Brynn ignored him as she got out and stretched, her stomach full of butterflies. Something about Jack Oakley made her nervous. She supposed it was his arrogance combined with the fact he was her boss’s son.

“Where are we going now?” Brynn asked as she followed Jack up the hill and into the woods.

“To Lookout Ledge. You can see more of the farm from there than I can ever show you in the truck.”

“Sounds good.” Brynn followed behind him, stepping from moss-covered rock to moss-covered rock as they navigated the narrow trail. It was overgrown from disuse. Just like the rest of the farm.

The trees crowded in around them and brambles tore at Brynn’s clothes, but she didn’t mind. It was invigorating walking through the woods. The green leaves on the trees had already turned to various shades of gold, orange, red, and yellow. They covered the path before them, making it slippery, and here and there Brynn grasped the rough bark of the trees to steady herself.

She was gasping for breath by the time they reached the top, and Jack turned to her as he stepped onto the large rock, offering his hand for balance.

The skin of his palm felt rough against her own as he gripped her hand firmly. “You definitely don’t want to slip here.”

“No, I don’t,” Brynn breathed as she gazed before her.

The world seemed to be open and inviting. Towering hills and shadowy glens covered miles and miles of acreage before them. The large main road off the farm looked like a narrow trail from so high above. All the tints of autumn burst out in righteous colors as the sun shone warmly down on the two of them despite approaching storm clouds in the distance.

The lake shimmered with iridescent light, reflecting the sky above. Though Brynn could not see her cottage from Lookout Ledge, she could tell where it must be by the landmarks Jack pointed out.

While Brynn stared before her in wonder, struggling to take in all the beauty stretched out before them, Jack settled onto the rock and pulled out a paper bag from his backpack. “Hungry?”

Brynn smiled as she edged towards him, trailing her hand along the rock wall behind her as she stepped closer, thankful for its strong security. She wasn’t usually afraid of heights, but this was an unusual circumstance. “I could eat.”

“Good, because Mama thought we should have lunch up here and talk about the plans for the events.” Jack pulled out a notebook and pencil along with a jug of water. “And you’re in luck because Cecilia made lunch for us.”

“Who’s Cecilia?”

“She helps my mother with some of the housework and cooking a couple days a week.” He hesitated. “It’s not very practical, but she’s worked for my family for years.” He chuckled. “In fact, she’s practically family herself. Besides, Mama needs both the help and the company.”

Brynn sank to the warm stone beside him. It felt as if she were in a painting, and she couldn’t stop gazing at the gorgeous scenery surrounding her. It felt as if it were a work of art created just for her pleasure.

In the distance, a large tractor baled hay, scooping up the golden straw and leaving small round bales behind it. Far, far away, over the quilt-like tapestry of gold, brown, and green fields, the main road that ran into Sugar Maple, Tennessee was busy with traffic. Or as busy as Sugar Maple ever was. Cars passed by sporadically, but none turned into the heavy iron gates guarding the entrance to Oakleaf.

I suppose we’ll change that. She had been intimidated herself by the wrought-iron entrance just the night before. It had seemed foreboding to her in the dark of night.

“So I guess Cecilia packed us some sandwiches, apples, and cookies.” Jack peeked inside a paper bag. “Oh, and some spice cake.” Jack raised his eyebrows in delight, and Brynn couldn’t help but smile. He looked like a little boy excited about a treat.

“Spice cake?”

“Yeah, have you ever had any before?”

“I think so.”

“No, if you’ve ever had spice cake before, especially Cecilia’s spice cake, then you would remember it.”

Brynn accepted the offered slice with a smile. “I like your style, Jack Oakley. Dessert first?”

Jack grinned. “Always.”

“Me, too.” Life was too short to eat sandwiches first, after all. Brynn bit into the cake and groaned in delight. It was easily the best piece of cake she had ever had.

“This is even better than chocolate cake,” Brynn mumbled around a huge mouthful.

“Well, you haven’t had Cecilia’s chocolate cake.” Jack smiled at her, his own slice almost gone. The two munched their treats in silence as they looked over the farm.

“So what do you envision for Oakleaf?” Brynn asked, taking a sip of water.

Jack fell suddenly silent, his last bite of cake forgotten in his hand. “I don’t know.” He sounded uneasy. “I don’t know why Mama sent me to discuss this with you. She knows I’m not interested.”

“Not interested?” Brynn furrowed her brow in concern. She hadn’t realized that not every member of the Oakley family wanted to expand their holdings. She stared at him, confused. He had seemed so involved as he described the history of both the land and the buildings to Brynn. Like a proud father.

“Look, I’ll show you where everything is but besides that, I don’t really want to be a part of it.” Jack handed her a sandwich, and Brynn accepted it. It was just as delicious as the cake, but it was as dry as sawdust in Brynn’s mouth. She put it aside, her appetite gone.

“There’s the farm before us.” Jack pointed out the different fields and barns. “Most of the buildings aren’t usable anymore. But we do what we can.”

“Isn’t that a good reason to try these events?” Brynn asked tentatively. “I mean, if they do well, you could end up having everything you want here. You could restore some of the old buildings and build new ones.”

Jack didn’t respond.

Undaunted, Brynn tried again. “Don’t get me wrong, Oakleaf is great. But it could be even better with some money invested.”

“You just got here, and you’re already wanting to invest money in the place?” Jack voice was full of disbelief.

Brynn stared at him, dumbfounded.

“I thought I saw somebody parked up here,” a man’s voice rang out from behind them. Brynn jumped in surprise, turning quickly to the newcomer.

The man was tall and similar in appearance to Jack, though fairer and noticeably younger. He was clad in a college sweatshirt, jeans, and tennis shoes. He looked at them with a curious expression on his handsome face.

“This is my brother, Dylan.” Jack stood abruptly, brushing off his pants.

“And you must be?” Dylan asked, allowing his voice to trail off as he offered her his hand.

Brynn stood and shook his hand. His grasp was firm. “I’m Brynn Townsend. I’m the new events manager.”

Dylan laughed, his eyes widening in surprise as he stared at Jack over Brynn’s head. “Already, Jack?”

Jack stuffed the empty lunch bags and uneaten apples into his backpack. “I don’t know what you mean.”

Brynn stared at the two of them, confused. “Sorry. Am I missing something?”

Dylan started to respond, but Jack cut him off. “Nope. You ready?” He turned to Brynn, his eyebrows raised expectantly.

Brynn nodded, edging past Dylan where he blocked their way.

“Come on.” Jack started down the hill without looking back. “Let’s go.”

Brynn fell into step behind him. Something seemed odd to her about the brothers, but she couldn’t tell what. Brynn glanced over her shoulder. Dylan looked almost angry as he watched Jack walk away.

“Don’t mess it up this time,” Dylan called. “Remember, this affects all of us.”

Brynn paused, turning as if to ask Dylan what he meant. But then Jack’s warm hand on her arm stopped her.

“Ignore him.” Jack’s eyes were troubled, but he didn’t try to defend himself or explain. Still, Brynn followed him without question.

“Oh and Brynn,” Dylan called from behind her. “It was nice meeting you.”
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​CHAPTER THREE
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Brynn and Jack walked the rest of the way in silence as Brynn struggled to keep up with Jack. His long strides were even longer going downhill, spurred on as if he were trying to escape something. He remained silent as he reached over to open the broken door for her, and she joined him in the truck. As they pulled away, Brynn couldn’t help but glance in the rearview mirror.

Tiny in the distance, Brynn could just see Dylan. He stood alone on Lookout Ledge, staring out at the land as Jack and Brynn had just done.

Jack showed her around the rest of the farm, but his words were short and his manner tense. It was clear he just wanted to be done. It was late in the afternoon by the time they finished, and Brynn was thankful to be home. She couldn’t take any more of Jack’s terse replies and short descriptions. She needed information and insight to do a good job, and she was worried she was never going to receive that from Jack.

Later that night, Brynn padded into the bathroom, a mug of steaming cocoa in hand. I can’t wait until Mrs. Oakley can meet with me, Brynn thought as she lowered herself into her tub. Branches lashed at the narrow window above her. The wind was picking up as the storm blew in. Brynn leaned back against the towel on the tub’s edge, closing her eyes. It felt good to soak in the warm water.

The steam rising from the cooling cocoa faded from sight as the wind outside strengthened. Reluctantly, Brynn pulled the antique stopper from the huge tub and wrapped herself in a thick towel. She changed quickly into pajamas and sank onto her bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. Her stomach rumbled, and she had to admit to herself she was hungry, but she didn’t have the energy to get up and drive into Sugar Maple. She hadn’t done any shopping and none of the food in the fridge seemed appetizing.

Instead, Brynn turned on the TV, flipping through channels and finally settling on a cooking show. It made her even hungrier.

Finally, she sighed, giving up as she stood and tossed the remote on the bed. She went to the pantry and pulled out some chips and made herself a quick sandwich. Falling leaves pattered steadily against the windows as Brynn took her meal to bed, snuggling under the covers as she ate.

She was exhausted. All she wanted to do was sleep. And as the first raindrops fell, she drifted away.

* * *
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JACK OAKLEY SLAMMED his glass against the marble countertop, scowling. He stared out the window into the darkness, deep in thought. Why did Mom have to hire her? Jack scowled again.

“Hey Jack, Mama wants to talk to you.” Dylan sauntered into the kitchen and opened the door to the refrigerator. “What did you have for supper?”

Jack stared at him in shock. It never failed to amaze him how quickly his brother could overcome any obstacle. “How about you explain to me why you were so rude today?”

Dylan grabbed one of the sandwiches Cecilia had made and opened the wrap, sniffing it. He took a plate, and unwrapping the sandwich, he added chips. “How long is Cecilia going to be gone for, anyway?”

“A month or two,” Jack said tersely. “Visiting family overseas. She has her own life outside us.” Dylan could be one of the most self-centered people Jack knew. Cecilia had spoken of nothing else for months. How did Dylan not know? “Now how about you answer my question. Why were you so rude today?”

“Really? When was I rude? I introduced myself, didn’t I?”

“You know what I mean.”

Dylan smirked at him. “I do, huh? Then why don’t you tell me?”

“I know you’re still mad at me, and you have every right to be,” Jack said slowly. “But I promise... it isn’t going to happen again.”

“Really?” Dylan sat down at the table and bit into his sandwich. “Because it kind of look like it was happening again.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“No. It’s not going to happen again.”

Dylan only raised his eyebrows before responding. “I saw the way you were looking at her, Jack.”

“I wasn’t looking at her in any way other than as a new employee.”

Dylan sighed. “You know what your problem is, big brother? You trust too easily.”

Jack picked his glass up and carried it over to the sink, rinsing it out with water before placing it in the dishwasher. He hesitated in the doorway before turning back to his younger brother.

“Not anymore, Dill. Not anymore.”

* * *
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“SO YOU FINALLY COME to see me?” Mrs. Oakley smiled from her spot in her bed. “You certainly took long enough.”

“Sorry, Mama.” Jack sank onto the couch against one bedroom wall. In his younger days, his usually meticulous mother had kept the couch covered in clothes, her castoffs. Tonight, however, it was empty.

Mrs. Oakley had lived at Oakleaf Manor her entire married life. She had been a young bride and had taken her role as a wife and manager of Oakleaf Manor seriously. Always the lady of the place, even now she looked every inch the matriarch. Her graying hair was swept up into a tall updo, and though sick in bed, she wore her pearl earrings and heavy makeup. The familiar smell of perfume and fresh flowers filled the room.

Jack leaned back against the sofa, crossing his legs. “I showed her around for you. How are you feeling, by the way?”

“I feel fine.” Mrs. Oakley waved away his question with one careless hand. “What do you think of her?”

Jack hesitated before replying. “She seems nice enough.” He chose his words carefully. “I showed her around. Everything she needs to know. But Mama, do you really think this is a good idea? Having these events on the farm? Trying this business venture again?”

“We have to adapt to the times.” Mrs. Oakley adjusted her sheet. “Jack, you know as well as I do what our financial status looks like currently. You are the one who came up with this plan.”

“A lot of good that did us.” Jack frowned bitterly.

“Jack.” Mrs. Oakley shot him a stern look. “You have not failed. You will not fail. You just have to keep trying and trust that everything will come together.”

“But what if it doesn’t?” Jack asked. He wasn’t used to being so open with his feelings, especially when he felt he didn’t deserve to be.

“Then it doesn’t.” Mrs. Oakley raised her hands in a so what gesture. “And you move on. That’s life.”

“But so many people are depending on us. And Dad....” His voice trailed off.

“Your father was proud of you no matter what. I only wish he was here to see you.”

“Me, too.” Mr. Oakley had passed away unexpectedly a few years before, leaving the family adrift.

“I’ve raised five children, Jack. In this house.” She gazed around the walls lovingly. “I expect you’ll do the same.”

“Why me?”

“Because you belong here. But enough of this. Tell me what the girl thought of the place. What’s her name? Brynn?”

“Yeah.” Jack’s face softened. “She seems really smart. She has lots of ideas. But she wants to spend a lot of money.” His last sentence was traced with the same bitterness as he had expressed earlier.

“Well, that’s to be expected. Any time you want to make money, I suppose you must invest it.”

“I know but....”

“And what did she say about the farm?” Mrs. Oakley deftly interrupted him, steering the conversation as easily as the captain of a ship.

“She... she loved the farm. But that doesn’t mean she can make this work. Where did you find her? What are her credentials?” Jack furrowed his brow. He wanted to know more about Brynn. Just so I can decide if she’s going to work out, he told himself.

“Don’t you worry about that.” Outside, the rain began to fall, swishing against the windows and pattering on the roof. Mrs. Oakley coughed and leaned back against the pillow, closing her eyes. “She’s a perfect fit. I can tell these things.” 

“I think you should get some rest.” Jack stood. “I’ll check in on you tomorrow.”

Mrs. Oakley nodded. She was asleep by the time Jack reached the door.
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​​CHAPTER FOUR
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Brynn sat up, gasping for air. Something was wrong. She struggled to get her bearings, flailing wildly for the light on the bedside table. But her hand slammed into a glass of water, sending it tumbling off the table and crashing onto the floor below.

Stop, Brynn told herself, and she froze before rubbing her eyes. You’re safe. Back home. Well, not exactly home. Just Sugar Maple. She struggled to readjust her thoughts, to put them in the proper order. And slowly it came back to her.

Something woke me up, Brynn thought, her mind still cloudy with sleep. Lightning lit up Brynn’s room, turning the drapes and sheets a bright blue. Blue?

The banshee-like wail of the ambulance siren came to Brynn, muffling even the pounding rain on the roof. Jack. She immediately wondered why he, specifically, had come to mind. Probably because we spent the day together. He’s practically the only person I know here, after all, she told herself as she threw off the heavy blankets. Leaping from the bed, Brynn landed on a sharp piece of glass. She winced in pain, tracking blood onto the floor as she hobbled to the windowsill.

The rain-swept hills remained shrouded in darkness as Brynn searched the landscape, desperate to prove herself wrong. It was just the wind, she thought as she held her breath, wiping the fog from the glass.

But then, a flicker of light appeared through the trees. Brynn squinted, ignoring the throbbing pain in her foot. The hills and trees gave way to the blue lights of the ambulance as it raced down the main farm drive, though it was now too far away for the siren’s echo to reach Brynn’s tiny cottage through the stormy night. It paused near the gates, and then it was gone, streaking down the highway towards Sugar Maple.

The sick sensation of worry settled in Brynn’s stomach as she staggered back to the bed, a feeling of complete isolation coming over her. She wondered if all was well at the main house, but she didn’t feel she knew them well enough to call. The pain in her foot interrupted her thoughts, and Brynn quickly checked the bottom of her injured foot for glass. She had moved with very little, and she knew she hadn’t packed any first aid supplies, so she cleaned the wound as best as she could before fashioning a make-shift bandage from a pair of socks and some tissues. 

The rest of the night passed in troubled dreams for Brynn as the storm raged on overhead. She rose with a groan to the dim light of a dismal morning, her bandaged foot still sore but not nearly as painful as it had been the night before. A couple of pain relievers with breakfast should do the trick, Brynn thought as she added them to her meal of scrambled eggs and toast.

But try as she might, Brynn could barely choke down her juice, much less the rest of her breakfast. Her mind jumped from one thought to the next. Should I go up to the house? Or should I wait here? Or just go about my day and act as if I slept through all of it?
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