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Chapter One




Abby Foster didn’t want to like the town of Jewell Cove. It was just her bad luck, then, that the place appeared annoyingly cheerful and quaint; a postcard-perfect sea town on the Maine coast dotted with colorful buildings nestled above the pristine inlet of Penobscot Bay. In response to her irritation, she cranked up the radio and rolled down the window. The breeze blew her hair back from her face, and she gave her head a toss as she continued into the town, tapping her fingers on the steering wheel along with the music. She had to be here. She didn’t have to like it. 

She couldn’t put the trip off any longer. Something had to be done with the house. The estate was paying the taxes on the damned place, but her Aunt Marian’s lawyer kept pestering her about the condition of the property and what she was going to do about it. The constant correspondence made it impossible to pretend the house didn’t exist. So she finally put in for a deferred leave from her job as an elementary school teacher and decided to deal with the family mess once and for all. 

Family, heh. Abby gave a short laugh to herself. Up until a year ago, she hadn’t realized she actually had any family. And if it weren’t for Ian Martin, Marian’s pesky lawyer, she’d happily ignore the connection altogether. It was easy to resent a family she’d never known; a family who could have reached out to her at any time over the last twenty-five years and hadn’t. Ever since she received the so-called “happy news” that she was practically an heiress, she refused to use her inheritance from her great-Aunt Marian for anything. She considered it somehow tainted, like guilt money sent too late to make amends for past transgressions. Not that she knew what those transgressions were other than years of silence. Abby’s Gram had staunchly refused to talk about her childhood, and Marian certainly hadn’t reached out. All Abby knew was that Gram had been raised by her grandparents, who’d died right before she’d gotten pregnant with Abby’s father. In many ways, it was like Gram’s life hadn’t existed before the Prescotts took her in. 

Abby frowned and picked up the slip of paper with directions scrawled on it. Now that she was here, they didn’t exactly seem to make sense. She couldn’t tell if she was facing south or east, the way the road twisted around. 

Seeing a gas station up ahead, Abby made a sharp turn and pulled into the broken paved lot. Situated at the edge of town, the old gas pumps and faded sign definitely gave a vintage feel—if rundown could be considered vintage. She needed to fill up with gas anyway, and she could ask for directions to Foster Lane. She blew out a breath. For Pete’s sake, there was even a road named after the family… a side of the family, she reminded herself bitterly, who’d apparently been as rich as Croesus and left the rest of them to be poor as church mice. 

A grizzled man in a navy shirt came out of the shop, wiping his hands on a rag as she pulled up to the gas pump. “Afternoon,” he called out, and when he smiled, she saw he was missing a few teeth. 

“Hi there,” she answered back pleasantly, determined to be friendly. Gram had always said you could catch more flies with honey than vinegar, and the smoother this went the faster she’d be out of here leaving nothing more than a vapor trail. “Fill it up, please.” 

“Sure thing,” he replied. He went to the pump and opened her gas cap. “Nova Scotia plate. On vacation?” 

“Um… sort of.” She pasted on her biggest smile. “I was wondering, can you tell me how to get to Foster Lane? The directions I have aren’t very clear.” 

The old man’s head snapped up. “Foster Lane? Only thing up there is the house on Blackberry Hill.” 

A little zing of excitement that she didn’t expect coursed through her. The House on Blackberry Hill sounded much more evocative than plain old Foster House. “Yes, that’s it. The Foster mansion, right?”

The pump clicked off, and the man put the gas cap back on and came to her window. “No one’s lived in the Foster place for years. Not since Marian got sick and had to go to the home.” He pushed his cap back on his head. “Heard some distant family member inherited it, but we’ve never heard a whisper from him. It’s a wicked mess up there after being left so long.” 

Unease settled on her again, erasing the tingle of anticipation she’d felt. How much of a mess was she walking into? Maybe this grand mansion was nothing but a derelict disaster after all. The joke would be on her if she inherited a run-down money pit. “Could you give me directions to it anyway?”

He peered at her keenly. “Hey, you ain’t that relative, are ya? The one she left everything to?” 

Abigail held in a sigh and tried to relax her shoulders. “That would be me. I’m Abigail Foster. Marian was my great-aunt.” It felt strange saying the words. 

He tilted his head and squinted at her. “You Iris’s blood, then? No one from Iris’s side’s set foot here since ’45.” 

Her smile faltered at the reminder. She had to be here to do something about the house, but as she sat in her car, Abby realized that perfect strangers knew more about her family history than she did. It wasn’t exactly a comfortable feeling. 

“The directions, please?” 

He stepped back at her sharpish tone. “Sure, sure, right enough. Follow this road through town, then go another few miles and you’ll find Blackberry Hill Road off to your right, starting up the mountain. Foster Lane’s about halfway up, to the left.” 

“Thank you so much.” She took some cash out of her wallet to pay for the gas and started her engine. Before she could drive away, the man—Bill, his pin said—leaned his elbows on the window. 

“You’re gonna want someone to have a look at the place, Ms. Foster. It’s going to need repairs for sure. I can give you some names…” 

 Abby forced a smile. “Maybe some other time, once I’ve had a chance to look around. But thanks for the directions, Bill. You’ve been a real help.” 

He got the message and stood back, his lips pursed at the polite but clear indication that she wanted to be on her way. Abby lifted a hand in farewell as she pulled away from the pumps, knowing that she couldn’t hide forever. Sooner or later—probably sooner, once Bill started the proverbial ball rolling—the people of Jewell Cove would know that the Foster mansion and the bags of money that went with it all belonged to her. And if Abby knew anything about small towns, they’d all want to know what she planned to do with it; all would have suggestions and would want their piece of the pie, wouldn’t they? 

She rested her elbow along the open window as she slowed coming into town limits. It had been foggy until she’d reached the New Brunswick border, but now there was nothing but blue skies overhead as she crawled down Main Street. 

Her first impression of the town was that it reminded her of the seaside villages on Nova Scotia’s South Shore—a cheerful kaleidoscope of colorful homes and businesses above a small but vibrant harbor. That was fairly accurate, she realized, as fishing and pleasure boats bobbed on the surface of the cove. She slowed to watch a restored schooner slide effortlessly into the harbor to dock. The water glittered in the summer sun and the tangy scent of the sea filled her nostrils. 

She paused at the one and only traffic light. The town looked like something off a brochure, complete with patriotic flags along storefronts and pots of cheerful geraniums, white petunias, and trailing lobelia. She snorted. Nothing was ever as perfect as it seemed on the outside. Especially innocent-looking, quaint towns with well-tended flower beds and wreaths on the doors and little girls in pigtails walking down the sidewalk eating cones of ice cream. Abby couldn’t help but think these little towns were painted so cheerfully as a form of defiance against the tragedy that always seemed to surround them.  

Fishermen lost at sea, that sort of thing; resilience in the face of adversity. She’d seen enough of that growing up, moving from small town to small town.

Bill’s directions had been to follow Main Street to the end and turn on to Blackberry Hill Road, and from there up the mountain to Foster Lane. The only problem was Main Street didn’t end until it met the coastal highway again. 

She’d have to guess at how far a “couple of miles” was and hope she didn’t miss it. 

She lifted her chin and let out a breath of relief as the sign for Blackberry Hill appeared. If she had her way, the house was going on the market and the sooner the better. She could be clear of this mess and free to go back to Halifax with a clear conscience. No more nagging lawyer invading her inbox and voice mail every few weeks. 

She flicked the blinker on and made the turn. 




      [image: ]Tom Arseneault put down the phone and sat back in his chair, his brow wrinkled in what was, lately, a constant state of worry. That was the second job he bid on recently that had fallen through.

Everyone said the economy was rebounding, but he was waiting to see the proof. A man needed to make a living and people simply weren’t spending. As it was, he was nearly finished with a basement reno project and the only thing on the immediate schedule was Jess Collins’s back deck at her shop. Seeing as Jess was family, Tom didn’t stand to make a lot of profit from that deal. 

When the phone rang again, he almost didn’t answer it. It seemed the only time it rang lately was to give him bad news. But on the third ring he couldn’t stand hearing the incessant chime of Beethoven’s Fifth—his assistant Cassidy’s attempt at office humor. The assistant who, at the moment, was taking yet another sick day. He picked up. 

 “Arseneault Contracting,” he said. 

“Tom. It’s Meggie.” 

His aunt. He relaxed in his chair and crossed an ankle over his knee. “Hey, Aunt Meggie. What can I do for you?” 

Meggie didn’t waste time on pleasantries. “I have some news about Josh.” His stomach clenched. His cousin Josh was still living in Hartford, but Tom wasn’t sure how long that was going to last. Josh’s wife, Erin, had been killed in action overseas on her last tour as an army medic. There wasn’t a lot of reason for Josh to stay in Hartford anymore.

The last time Tom and Josh had been in the same room together, Tom had come out of it with a split lip and Josh had sported a few bruised ribs. “Is Josh okay?” Despite the bad blood between them, his heart squeezed a little at the thought of anything happening to his cousin. They had too much history.

“He’s coming home, Tom. To stay.” 

The air went out of Tom’s lungs. He’d known this day would eventually come. Jewell Cove was Josh’s home. His family was here. He never belonged in Hartford, going into practice with Erin’s father. Josh, like the rest of the Collins family, was a small town boy who needed to be close to the water. He wasn’t a city-dweller. 

And yet knowing Josh was coming home made the dull ache of Tom’s grief threaten to swell up again and he swallowed thickly. Josh was a constant reminder of all the things Tom didn’t like about himself; despite how much he loved his cousin, he couldn’t stand to look at him. 

Tom had been in love with his cousin’s—with his best friend’s—wife. And he still felt like shit about it. 

“Tom?” 

Aunt Meggie’s voice came gently over the line, cutting him with its understanding. He took a breath and closed his eyes. “I’m still here. Sorry, Aunt Meggie.” 

“No need to apologize. I thought you should hear it from me. It’s not like Josh is going to call with the happy news, is it?” 

Tom chuckled at the wry tone in Meggie’s voice. Despite being Josh’s mother and naturally biased, she’d always been fair. Meggie and the girls had never despised Tom the way Josh did. 

“When’s he coming?” 

“Soon. He’s going to take over Phil Nye’s practice. He’s sharing the space with Dr. Yang until Phil retires in July.” 

It was a done deal, then. In a way, Tom was relieved. Things had been unsettled for too long. If Josh came home they could at least sort out how they meant to go on; hopefully resolve it without fists. More likely it would be with stonewall-type silence. Josh was really good at keeping his true feelings hidden. 

“That’s good, Meggie. You must be real happy. He doesn’t belong in Hartford.” 

“I’m glad you agree, Tom. And I’m calling for another reason, too.” 

 He should have known there was a hitch. 

“We’re having a barbecue on the long weekend. I expect you to be there. Your parents and Bryce and Mary have already said they’re coming. It’s time to let bygones be bygones. For both of you. There’s nothing left to fight over.” 

Tom ran his free hand over his face. No one seemed to understand that there was more to the situation than two cousins fighting over the same woman. 

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea. The last time…” He paused, unsure of how much to say. It wasn’t the fight he couldn’t let go of, it was grief. Erin had been his cousin’s wife, yet Josh wasn’t the only one mourning. Tom was grieving too, only he was never able to show it. He didn’t feel entitled to his grief. 

“The last time you both were stupid. You’re cousins. You have to start somewhere. And if either one of you starts any trouble, I’ll kick your asses. You know I can do it.” 

He respected her far too much to let her down now. “I’ll be there. On my best behavior, promise.” 

 “You could always bring your hot wings as a peace offering.” 

He laughed. “You’re pushing it, Aunt Meggie.” 

“I know.” The line went quiet for a minute, as if she were deciding on her next words. “He needs you, Tom. He needs all of us right now.” Tom’s heart thumped. He wanted to ask what about me? What about what I need? But he had no right. Erin hadn’t been his wife. And through the bitterness was another tangle of emotion. He and Bryce and Josh—they’d all been like brothers. He’d missed his cousin, too, but he knew it would never be the same between them again. 

“Hot wings it is.” 

“Good. I’ll let you go now. Hope I didn’t keep you from anything important.”

“Another canceled job is all. Looks like Jess’s decking will be getting my full attention.”

“Oh! That reminds me. I was down at the grocery store this afternoon. Gloria told me that Bill at the service station said that the new owner’s finally showed up at the Foster place. Marian’s heir, and with Nova Scotia license plates.” 

Tom sat up straighter in his chair. The Foster mansion. For as long as he could remember, he’d wanted to get inside and get a good look at the old monstrosity. Well over a century old, he’d bet any money it was gorgeous. They just didn’t build houses like that anymore. But it had been closed up since Marian took ill. Now that it was in new hands… 

He recognized an opportunity when it hit him in the face. He enjoyed his work as a developer, but the idea of restoring an old place like that… It wasn’t work, it was a privilege. 

“Thanks for letting me know,” he said casually, trying to hide the excitement in his voice. “I’ll have to pop in one of these days.” One of these days, hell. He’d be up there within the hour. 

“See you at the barbecue, Tom,” Meggie answered. 

“Bye.” 

He hung up the phone and stared at it for a minute. Josh, home. Family gathering. Recipe for disaster. But the house up on Blackberry Hill? He pushed his chair back and grabbed his keys. This was his dream project. First thing he had to do was meet the new owner and get inside. Word would spread fast and he didn’t want another contractor swooping in and stealing the chance away from him. There was no one else in the area as qualified for the job as he was.

It was just the thing he needed to keep his mind occupied. Idle hands meant an idle mind.

And with Josh coming home, he needed to find a way to forget about Erin. For good. For all their sakes. 








  
  
Chapter Two




Whatever Abby expected, it was not the massive Georgian-style home that greeted her at the end of the lane. White and imposing, it was both majestic and intimidating. With the unpruned shrubs around the yard and a tangle of ivy grown over several of the windows, Abby couldn’t shake the idea that the house looked a bit, well, eerie. 

Abby slammed the car door, then started up the uneven pathway to the front porch. As she got closer, she saw the chipped paint around the trim and rungs missing in the railing that ran between two scarred pillars of the verandah. 

It really was neglected. For a moment she felt almost sorry for the old home. It was a shame that something that had once been so grand and beautiful could fall into such a state. 

The boards of the stairs creaked wearily beneath her feet as she climbed the three steps to the covered porch and took a key from her purse. Walking carefully, Abby silently prayed that the floor was termite-free and structurally sound before fitting the key into the lock and pushing the solid wood door open with the groan of long-unused hinges. Hesitantly, Abby stepped inside, searching along the wall for a switch in the dim light. She found it and flipped it on. Thank goodness the power had been reconnected before her arrival. 

The place was strangely silent and her shoes made hollow sounds on the hardwood floors as she went further inside. She shivered. With the house shut up and all the curtains closed, it reminded her of a tomb. 

The first thing she needed to do was get some natural light into the dreary rooms. The dim glow of the wall sconces barely penetrated the dust and stale air. She entered the room on her right—what appeared to be a formal dining room—and went directly to the window, spreading the heavy brocade curtains wide and tying them back with silky tassels. Sunlight spilled in through the gap and she went to the next window, and the next, until the room was flooded with warmth through the dusty windows. 

Turning around to finally get a good look at the room, Abby gasped. The antique dining table and chairs, which she’d only seen in outline, were now clearly visible and utterly magnificent, ornately carved and even under the layer of dust she could see they had to be real mahogany. It could easily seat a dozen. A set like this would have cost a fortune. Worth even more now if it was as old as she suspected. 

Who on earth were the Fosters, and why had this all been kept a secret from her side of the family? At times, her grandmother had barely made ends meet. 

A fireplace with a white mantle graced one end of the room, but the mantle was empty except for a single, framed portrait. Abby went closer, her fingers gliding over the silver frame as she examined the face behind the glass. The woman was beautiful, perhaps in her twenties, with long dark hair and full lips. Her dress appeared to be chiffon, cut in a V at her throat; a necklace of oval stones embraced her neck. Even in the black and white photograph her skin seemed to glow as she sat in a wing-backed chair with a baby dressed in unending ruffles cradled in her arms. 

Abby turned the frame over and slid the old photo out, careful to keep her fingers on the edge of the paper. There was nothing written on the back, no indication of who the woman was or when it was taken. Disappointed, she put the picture back inside and placed it precisely in its spot on the mantle. Was this Marian? Perhaps Marian’s mother, Edith? Abby frowned, feeling a brief surge of anger at being left in the dark about her own family. She and her grandmother had been very, very close. How could Gram have kept something as big as a family mansion from her only granddaughter?

Shaking off her melancholy, Abby turned her attention to the rest of the room. A gilt-edged mirror hung above the fireplace and it reflected an unlit chandelier over the table. For a brief moment she imagined the clinking sounds of silver on china and crystal. She figured out that the Fosters had been well-off when she’d seen the value of the estate. But this… this was living on a grand scale. 

Eager to explore now, she made her way back to the wide hall. There was another chandelier here, prettier than the last. It would be gorgeous all lit up, but on closer examination she saw that the lights within were oil and that it hadn’t been wired for electricity. It seemed a shame to waste its beauty simply because it was stuck in the past. 

Across the wide hall she found what could only be called a drawing room. She opened the curtains in this room too, feeling an irrepressible need to let light into all the dark corners. There was an odd feeling about the house. Something heavy and dark, like a terrible secret. 

It was just her overactive imagination, she chided herself. She turned her attention to the fireplace, identical to the one in the dining room, idly wondering if each room had one and if they still worked. It probably wouldn’t be safe to light a fire anyway. Birds or bats or something likely lived in the chimneys, she thought, her blood running cold. She hated bats. 

Abby returned her attention to the space around her. Too formal for a parlour or mere sitting room, the warm yellow walls were in dire need of a fresh coat of paint. The furniture was old and frayed around the edges but she could tell it had been opulent in its day. An upright piano was pushed against one wall and she went over and lifted the cover, her fingers pushing a few keys as she played an arpeggio. A tinny, twangy sound erupted from the instrument, crying out for a good tuning. She shut the cover again with a shudder as the dissonant notes echoed uncomfortably through the air. 

According to the records, Marian had put in central heating during the sixties, and the house had been completely rewired only twenty years ago. As Abby’s gaze took in the scarred floors and dingy rugs, not to mention the faded and chipped paint, she was at least thankful for that. Maybe the mansion had been grand in its day, but right now it looked as if it had been forgotten. Discarded. It would take a lot of work and a lot of Marian’s money, she thought with dismay, to get it into marketable shape. It was worse than she’d feared. It didn’t just need tidying up. It needed fixing. 

Abby went back to the main hall. Past a small powder room was a kitchen with modern appliances—modern compared to the rest of the house, at least. There was a four-burner stove and a refrigerator that sat quietly. The fridge and stove were the only concessions to modernity. There was no microwave; no dishwasher. The tile floor was faded and the walls were painted in a very dated—and dowdy—avocado green. 

Uck. 

Next to the kitchen was a door leading to what Abby could only surmise was the basement. Abby put her hand on the latch but then drew it back as a cold feeling skittered down her spine. She’d leave exploring the cellar for another time. 

She recalled visions of the basement in Gram’s old house—stone walls, damp and cold, and the dreaded spiders. She hated them with a passion, even more than she hated bats. When she was a child, going down in the basement for a simple jar of jelly had felt like a penance. 

The uneasy feeling she had touching the door was even stronger as she crossed the hall, pausing to look up the grand staircase. She shivered, cold again, as her gaze settled on the upper landing. Abby knew it was ridiculous, but something about the staircase unnerved her and made the little hairs on the back of her neck rise with apprehension. She shook her head and tried to laugh, the sound mocking in the silence. This was foolish. There was nothing there. Maybe the odd sensation was simply because the house was so huge and, well, quiet. Everything echoed, even the sound of her breathing. It wasn’t the sort of house meant for one person. It was meant for parties and socializing, with men in dashing suits and women in long dresses. For the popping of champagne bottles and maids in white aprons serving canapés off silver platters. 

Shaking off the heavy feeling, she entered the room beside the stairs, her uneasiness evaporating as her mouth dropped open in wonderment and delight. 

Tattered or not, the old room was gorgeous. There were solid mahogany cases on each wall crammed full of old books, their spines faded and dusty. Their dark width was broken only by the dirt-smudged windows looking out over the vast gardens and peeking into what had to be an add-on sun porch at the back of the house. The drapes were faded and dirty but had once been a marvellous wine-and-tan striped brocade. 

She stepped into the center of the room, completely enchanted. In addition to the bookcases, there was a gorgeous roll-top desk and a sewing table next to a pair of stuffed armchairs. And yes, another fireplace, backing on the same wall as the one in the drawing room. The walls that were visible were golden yellow, like burned sugar. The color set off wide white trim and wainscot. The dark cherry hardwood floor was utterly stunning—or used to be. It was quite scarred after years of use. But in its heyday… 

It was the first room she’d visited that felt anything like a home. She could imagine herself curled up in one of those chairs with a Jane Austen novel and a pot of tea, a fire blazing in the fireplace… 

She turned herself around in a circle, gave a huge, contented sigh, and choked on a puff of dust stirred up by her movement. 

The romanticism of the moment was shattered by the harsh sound of her coughing as she doubled over, effectively raising an even bigger cloud. She was a fool to let herself be seduced, even for a moment. 

The coughing fit eased and she gasped for air, holding herself very, very still to keep from disturbing more dust. She wasn’t sure how long this place had been locked up, but Marian’s lawyer had mentioned something about a few years. Considering the grime and neglect she’d witnessed just on the first floor, she guessed it was closer to “several” rather than “a few.” 

Despite the dirt and grime, though, the library was glorious. She could almost smell the redolent tang of cigar smoke, the bite of brandy mingled with the scent of leather and paper and ink. She closed her eyes, imagining for a moment what it must have been like during the glory days. Another time and place. 

She opened her eyes, watched a mouse scurry into the corner, and raised an eyebrow. Rodents—and God knew what else—were not romantic. The mouse disappeared behind a wing chair and she sighed. In reality she knew this was just a room. What she needed to do was stop daydreaming and find the name of the nearest pest control company. So much for being in and out of Jewell Cove within a few days. Her first order of business was going to be looking into contractors. And to do that, she was going to need either the yellow pages or an internet connection—neither of which could be found at her current location. 

A crash, followed by the sound of muffled yet spectacular swearing from the front of the house propelled Abby out of her thoughts and sent her rushing to the front door with her heart pounding. Judging by the frustrated, not pained, language coming from the porch—she had to admit it was really quite inventive—she figured whatever was happening outside wasn’t an emergency and at a particularly creative curse, she couldn’t help but choke back a giggle. Still chuckling, she flung open the door. 

The man on her verandah was big and he was burly, with blazing black eyes and matching hair a touch too long as it curled around his collar. He looked like a lumberjack, if that lumberjack happened to be on the cover of Sexy Outdoorsman magazine. His jeans were faded but clean, and he wore a green button-down shirt rolled up over tanned and muscled forearms. His very civilized attire seemed slightly out of place against his rugged good looks. Abby wasn’t much into facial hair, but a day’s growth of stubble framed his jaw and the total package was so completely sexy that something hot and forbidden wound its way through her abdomen. She scrambled to put together a coherent thought but couldn’t seem to make the connection between her brain and her tongue. 

“Are you Miss Foster?” 

She nodded her head quickly in response to his sharp demand and realized one of his feet had gone through the floorboards of the verandah. Now the splintered fragments settled around his boot like jagged teeth. “You broke my verandah.” Brilliant, Abby, she chastised herself. She crossed her arms in an old habit and bit down on her lip. Sex on a stick shows up on your doorstep and that’s what you come up with? You broke my verandah? 

 “Me? The damned thing is rotten through. You’re lucky I didn’t break my neck.” 

Abby wasn’t sure how to respond. A part of her felt the need to be polite and apologize—after all, he was standing ankle-deep in splintered wood. At the same time, he was a stranger, uninvited, and he’d already damaged the property she'd been in possession of for only a scant hour. She was tired and his abrasive tone rode on her last nerve. 

“I beg your pardon, but it appears you’re trespassing. I don’t know you and I certainly didn’t invite you here, Mr.—” 

“Arseneault,” he answered. He gave his boot a good yank and pulled it from the hole. He planted both feet on the verandah after testing the strength of the boards, then looked up at her with a grin that melted the edges off her annoyance. “Tom Arseneault. And from the looks of this place, you’re going to be seeing a lot of me.” 




      [image: ]Tom looked down into Abigail Foster’s astonished face as he issued his declaration. She was a pretty thing, if you took away the coating of dirt that seemed to cover her from head to toe. Her mouth was a little too wide for the daintiness of her nose, and her hair was mousy-brown, coated with dust, and fell limply to her shoulders. But she had good eyes—a nice clear blue, kind of like Penobscot Bay on a clear summer’s day. She wore faded, ripped jeans that seemed perfectly shaped to her figure and a plain cotton T-shirt. She was the kind of woman he probably would have given a glance to on the street—but not a second look. Until he saw her feet. She wore silly little flip flops, the strappy bit that ran across the top of her foot crusted with sparkly gems, and her toenails were painted hot pink. Sexy as hell. 

Shaking off his sudden foot fetish, Tom tried to gather his thoughts. So the dusty little mouse had pretty feet. So what? She certainly didn’t embody what he imagined Marian’s heir to look like. He’d expected a man, actually, and older than the snippet of a girl before him. More regal, perhaps, in keeping with the family name and fortune. He frowned, not liking feeling off balance. Abigail looked as if she’d fit in at his cousin Jess’s craft shop stringing beads on hemp bracelets rather than having a head for business. 

He had to get back to the task at hand, which was snagging a contract to fix up this place. He wouldn’t do that by glowering at her. It wasn’t her fault the floor was rotted through and it wasn’t her fault she has sexy feet. Well, maybe it was, but he shook off the distraction. He took a breath, slapped his best “trust me” smile back on, and prepared to make nice. But her uptight little voice cut him off before he could begin to argue his case. 

“I have never heard of you, Mr. Arseneault,” she replied, as if oblivious to his smile. The pert nose lifted a little higher into the air. “But you can take your big boots and your bigger attitude and leave the way you came.” Had he really just thought she wasn’t regal? The proclamation was delivered in such a dismissive tone that he laughed. He couldn’t help it. She was going toe to toe with him like she was the Queen of England. Maybe there was a good dose of Foster blood in her after all. She looked so serious it was very nearly adorable. 

“Honey,” he said smoothly, “we started off on the wrong foot.” He chuckled, looking down at his foot recently freed from the porch. “Why don’t we just talk and—” 

Her cheeks colored. “I’m not your honey. I asked you to leave, and I am not afraid to call the police.” 

“You don’t want to do that,” he replied, his smile sliding away. All he needed was for Bryce to answer the phone. There’d be no end to the teasing. God knew Bryce didn’t need any more ammunition. It was already too easy for Jewell Cove’s Chief of Police to get beneath Tom’s skin. 

“Oh?” Her gaze brightened as if she sensed a victory in her grasp. “And why not?” 

“Trust me, I’m doing you a favor. You’ll look ridiculous.” 

She pursed her lips. “Do I look like the kind of woman who worries about looking ridiculous?” 

She raised an imperious eyebrow. Impressive, he thought, with a glimmer of respect. Abigail Foster had a glint of challenge in her blue gaze that intrigued him. He was willing to call her bluff just to see how it would all work out. “Go ahead,” he prompted. “Ask for Bryce Arseneault. That’d be my brother, by the way.” 

She looked as if she wanted to stomp her foot. and he marvelled at how cute she appeared just then. Immensely satisfied, he hooked his thumbs in his jeans pockets. The sooner this mess of an introduction finished, the sooner they could get down to business. 

A sound of frustration escaped her lips. She went inside and surprised him by slamming the door in his face. He checked his watch. One minute. He’d give her one minute before knocking. He was pretty sure she’d come back out. When she did, he’d make a better case for himself. He’d gone about it the wrong way, trying charm and humor. It didn’t usually fail him. Twenty seconds. Ten. 

The door opened, precluding the need for him to knock and make nice. She stood in the gap, clicking her cell phone off. “Right. Bryce says hello and that Mary expects you for dinner at five-thirty.” 

He could rub it in her face but decided not to. The blush tainting her cheeks right now was satisfying enough. He looked around the sagging verandah, caught sight of the crumbling chimney, the cracked paint around the windows. “You’re lucky it was me who put their foot through just now. Someone else might have been right angry. Maybe would have sued. It’s a litigious world we live in.” 

Her lips puckered like a drawstring bag. “I feel so fortunate,” she replied and the sarcasm washed over him. He liked it. It leveled the playing field. She might be tiny, but he guessed that she’d make a worthy opponent if given the opportunity. 

Despite her quirky toes and ripped jeans, he just bet Abigail Foster liked to dot all her i’s and cross all her t’s, the complete opposite of his more laid-back approach to business. And looking at those pursed lips and the challenging glint in her eyes, he felt a shiver of anticipation that had nothing to do with the house and everything to do with the client. 

Abigail might be the Type-A organizer, but things just weren’t done that way in Jewell Cove. They were normally settled over a pint at The Rusty Fern followed by a handshake. If she stayed, she’d soon learn how things were done. And how they weren’t. 

Besides, Jewell Cove could use some new blood to stir things up. It was awfully dull lately. The gossip mill needed a new topic of conversation. Why not Abigail Foster and her family’s mansion? It was a damned sight better than ruminating Josh’s return and reviving long memories.

She tucked the phone into her back pocket. “Remind me who you are again?” 

He smiled, determined to get it right this time. “The best contractor on the midcoast. And the answer to all your troubles.” 








  
  
Chapter Three




Abby couldn’t stop the peal of laughter that bubbled up from her chest and out her mouth. The situation was all so surreal. She looked at Tom Arseneault’s expression—puzzled and then annoyed—and laughed some more. It felt good. Tom Arseneault had pushed her buttons with his scowl and God’s-gift attitude and it was liberating to push right back. 

This really took the cake. Hadn’t she just been thinking she needed to find a contractor and poof! Here he was. And didn’t he look like just the kind of man who could make her every wish come true?

It was like the universe suddenly plopped everything in her lap, including a gorgeous man, and then sat back, rubbed his hands, and watched the show as she decided what to do with it all. God, she decided, had a warped sense of humor. She was willing to play along. To a point.

“I don’t need a handyman for this place,” she joked, catching her breath. “I need a demolition crew!”

He looked so horrified at the idea that she giggled all over again.

“That’s not remotely funny,” he said shortly. He took a step forward and she felt a little thrill as she looked up into his rugged face. He was over six feet tall and from the looks of his arms in his shirt, solid muscle. She swallowed. Lumberjack Man was very… virile. She caught her breath as he towered over her. Funny how she didn’t feel as threatened as she should by his size and proximity.

“The condition of this place is a travesty,” he admitted. “But it’s also town history and needs to be preserved, not knocked down. What are you planning to do with it, then? Don’t tell me you’re seriously going to tear it down. Because I’ll have something to say about that.”

He was dead serious and looked genuinely upset. It was just a house, albeit a magnificent one. She thought back for a minute to the walls of books in the library. Well, maybe not just a house, but why on earth would Tom Arseneault take it so personally? 

“What’s it to you? Last I checked it was my name on the deed. And I don’t recall my lawyer mentioning any Arseneault having a claim to the property.”

“Are you serious? Have you been inside yet?” His eyebrows lifted so that they nearly touched the black curl of hair that dropped over his forehead. “In its heyday, this house was the center gem of this town. The old gossips still talk about the Roaring Twenties parties that happened before they were ever born. Jed Foster imported most of the furniture from his journeys around the globe.”

Ah yes, of course. All the mahogany inside was impressive, to be sure. She was tempted to make a comment about ill-gotten gains and colonialism except Mr. Arseneault seemed to take the house quite to heart. Besides, it all belonged to her now, didn’t it? It wasn’t an entirely comfortable feeling.

“I haven’t had time to examine everything properly.”

He took another step forward, encroaching on her space. “There are even rumors about it being haunted since the war, at least if the old timers down at Breezes Café are to be believed. The mansion is a town icon.”

She took a step back, alarmed by his assertion of it being haunted, especially after her strange sensations at the cellar door and stairs. “If it’s such a relic, then why did it ever fall into such disrepair?”

He shrugged. “Marian Foster turned it into a home for unwed mothers, and then she lived in it alone for years. Rumor has it she spent a fortune maintaining it before closing it up when she could no longer care for herself.”

“How long ago?”

“Ten years, easy. It’s stayed vacant since then as Marian insisted that it remain untouched. Some say she was a little…” He paused, searching for the right word. “Dementia, probably,” he said, quieter now. 

“And now she’s left it to me.”

“Seems that way.” The tone of his voice made it sound like the fact only confirmed her aunt’s precarious state of mind.

She met his gaze honestly. “Believe me, I’m just as confused as you are. I never met the woman. In fact, my grandmother Iris, Marian’s sister, never even mentioned having a sister. The Fosters never saw fit to give her a red cent when she was alive, so leaving it to me now is confusing to say the least. I didn’t even know Gram came from money. God knows we could have used a bit of it from time to time.”

“You could be the one to come in and restore the house. Bring her back to her former glory. I’m pretty sure her bones are sound. She just needs sprucing up…”

“With your help, of course.” She injected a fair dose of sarcasm into the words. It didn’t escape her notice that he referred to the house as “her.” Good grief.

“Come here,” he commanded. Tom reached out and gripped her wrist, tugging her through the still open door and into the foyer.

She shook his hand off. “What are you doing?” She put her fingers on the skin he’d touched. His hands were so big, his fingers had dwarfed her tiny wrist. What was worse, she found it exciting, being tugged along in his wake. She hadn’t exactly felt threatened. She’d felt… exhilarated. That was more surprising than anything else that occurred today, and that was saying a lot.

Their gazes clashed and she felt the strange swirling again. There was something in the dark depths of his eyes, some sort of awareness that made her breath catch in her throat. Finally he stepped forward, picking up her hand in a gentle way that sent her heart knocking against her ribs. “Trust me, okay?” 

She watched, fascinated, as Tom’s lips formed a sexy half-smile that did nothing to remove the heat in his gaze. With her hand cradled in his, Abby had the sensation of being enveloped completely and utterly. It wasn’t just his size, but the sense of the muscled physique beneath the cotton shirt and his control over it. All that manual labor had honed his physique, but there was something honest about him as well. And standing there in the ruined foyer of her newly inherited home, Abby suddenly realized that she did trust him…to a point. She may not know Tom Arseneault, but she knew he wouldn’t harm her.

“We really did get off on the wrong foot,” he continued, as the moment stretched out. 

“Pun intended?” she asked, softening when his smile grew. Their gazes met for a few seconds more while things between them seemed to settle. “All right,” she granted softly, removing her hand from his and looking around the room. “Now, if you’d care to explain what you mean without hauling me from pillar to post, I’ll listen.”

“I haven’t heard that particular tone since I was in fifth grade and was caught running through the school library by Miss Haines.”

“Apparently the lesson bore repeating. What did you want to show me?”

Something—amusement, respect, perhaps a combination of the two—gleamed in his eyes. “All right. For starters, look at this.” He reached behind her and ran his fingers over the dark wood of a Grandfather clock. “This clock is over a hundred and fifty years old.”

Abby dutifully looked and tried to ignore the way his long, capable fingers caressed the dusty wood. Instead, she focused on the clock face. She wondered what had been happening at the house at the time that the hands had stopped moving. They sat precisely at three twenty-six. “It doesn’t work.”

“Even a stopped clock is right twice a day." He grinned. "Maybe it can be fixed. Even if it never keeps time again, the actual construction is in fantastic shape.” He gestured to the right, to the dining room. “And this room. It’s full of antiques. Look at the mantels on the fireplaces—all the wood trim is original to the house. The dining table and chairs were shipped from South America to Captain Foster himself, made from mahogany out of the Amazon.”

“Stolen, you mean.” She couldn’t resist. “And anyway, how do you know that?”

“Everyone knows that.” He regarded her curiously. “You really don’t know anything about the house, do you?”

Tom did, apparently. Her annoyance at her own ignorance warred with a very real curiosity to listen to what he knew.

“Did you think I was lying?”

“Well no, but…”

“Scout’s honor.” She lifted two fingers. “I never knew anything about this side of the family. Nothing about the house, nothing about the money, nothing about Marian. My grandmother never spoke of it.”

Silence filled the hall. “Seriously?”

“Seriously. It appears the two sides of the family were completely estranged.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “I wish I knew. I’d like to find out, though. It makes no sense that there’s a whole history I never knew about. A whole family.” And it hurt that the person she’d trusted most never trusted her in return.

He paused. “I don’t know what to tell you. There might be a few old timers left who could help, if you really want to know. No guarantees, but it’s worth a shot.”

She looked up at him. “Do you think?”

He shrugged. “It’s possible. But for now, I can give you a basic history of the house if you’d like.”

“That would be nice.”

He smiled. “Right. Well, let’s go back to the beginning. Captain Jedediah Foster built this house in the late nineteenth century. His father, George, was one of the first English settlers of Jewell Cove, along with Edward Jewell and Charles Arseneault. The Fosters made their fortune on the seas. Jed built himself a mansion for his growing family. Both his sons were killed in WWI, so his grandson, Elijah, took it over when he married Edith Prescott. Marian and Iris were their daughters.” 

He walked further into the foyer, gesturing above them. “This chandelier was brought over from France by Elijah Foster before the start of WWII. While Jed had been a Captain, the family fortune was really built on shipping, until Elijah sold the company in the late fifties. He died within two years of selling the business, leaving everything to Marian.”

And nothing to Iris. Abby didn’t like Elijah already.

“Is the chandelier electric?” she asked, changing the subject.

“No, that’d be whale oil. It’s much older,” he explained. “You can actually raise and lower it so it is closer to the table for dinner lighting.”

“Dinner? In the hall?”

“Haven’t you noticed how wide it is?” He turned back to the hall and they both looked up at the light hanging from the ceiling. “The Fosters were rumored to be great hosts. The dining room seats twelve. Out here you could easily seat fifty. Then when dinner is over, up go the lights, out go the tables and you have a space large enough for dancing.”

“How do you know all this stuff? Were you here a lot?”

He shook his head. “Not since I was a little kid, and Marian hosted some picnic or something. But the house on Blackberry Hill is stuff of legend in this town. You’ll find everyone knows something about it.”

It was the second time that day someone had called it that. It gave Abby a little thrill… and a jolt of apprehension. She was the outsider here. And while she was the owner of this mausoleum, she was fully aware that not “everyone,” as Tom put it, might appreciate a stranger coming in and taking over. She was just a name on the deed. She understood that in some way, the house represented the town, too. Certainly it was part of the town identity and colonial history.

“So, what you’re saying is don’t be surprised if someone decides to barge in, boss me around, and then proceed to share his rather forceful opinion about what I can and cannot do with my house?” Abby asked with a pointed stare.

Tom chuckled, understanding her completely. “Exactly. If that happens, you should also definitely listen to him. He sounds like he knows what he’s talking about. Now, have you explored yet?”

She angled him a wry look. “I just got here. There hasn’t been time to see anything besides dirt,” Abby said, as she pointed to her now-dusty outfit to prove her point.

Tom gave her clothing a slow perusal and her cheeks heated beneath his scrutiny. Not only was the house a mess, but Abby knew that after her earlier exploration, she was as well.

Lifting her chin, she treated him to the same overt examination—looked at his boots, up the long length of his faded jeans, past every button on his cotton shirt and into his darkly handsome face. She nearly shivered with pleasure. If she looked in the dictionary for “rugged, sexy, and capable,” it would have a picture of Tom Arseneault. What a dumb idea it had been to give him the slow once-over. All it did was highlight his yumminess while she felt drab and dowdy in comparison.

He put his hands on his hips, the movement emphasizing the impossible breadth of his chest and shoulders, and grinned, displaying a mouth full of perfectly white teeth. Abby was suddenly unsure if she was standing in front of the woodsman or the big bad wolf. That grin was lethal. It was the charming grin of a man used to getting his own way. She might not be a pushover, but she discovered she wasn’t quite as immune to that smile as she should be.

Abby sighed. “I take it Jewell Cove is like any other small town? No privacy whatsoever?”

His dark gaze settled on hers. “None whatsoever,” he echoed. “Listen, Miss Foster, you know as well as I do that you can’t sell it the way it is.” 

“Who said anything about selling?” she challenged.

“You’re going to stay here? Live in it? By yourself?”

He sounded so surprised she wanted to say yes just to enjoy his reaction. But she couldn’t, not when she wasn’t planning on staying a moment longer than was necessary. She knew he wanted the job of fixing this place up and he wanted her to hire him on the spot. Well, despite her earlier whimsical moment in the library, her good sense hadn’t totally abandoned her. 

“I didn’t say that, either. I realize it needs work, whether I stay or if I put it on the market. But I’ve been here” —she made a show of checking her watch— “less than two hours. I’d be foolish to make any decisions in such a short amount of time. Rest assured, if I require your services, I’ll look you up.” She was rather proud of the tone that came from her mouth. She might look disorganized, but she wasn’t incompetent.

Tom raised his eyebrows. “Wow. You’ve got the cool dismissal bit down cold.”

She took it as a fine compliment and sighed dramatically. “And yet here you still are.”

His lips twitched at her obvious set-down. “You’re somethin’, Miss Foster.”

She felt slightly guilty at her sharp tone—after all, he’d been quite friendly once he’d begun showing her the inside of the house, and he’d given her information about her relatives. Still, she couldn’t let a cheeky smile and a pair of bedroom eyes distract her. “I assure you, Mr. Arseneault, when I want help, I’ll ask for it.”

He backed away and put his hands in his pockets. He withdrew a business card and held it out, waiting until she took it before he spoke again. “Give it some thought. No matter what you do with this house, it needs work. I promise you I’m the best contractor for the job.”

“And why is that, exactly?”

“Because I’ll take the time and care to preserve the very best of it, and keep as much of the original workmanship as I can. Not everyone would, you know. And because there’s no one on the midcoast with a better hand for finish work. Ask around.”

Tom gave her one more long look before he nodded. “Now I’ll see myself out. I can see I’ve taken up too much of your time.”

She heard his boots clomp back down the hall and the predictable squeak and groan as the door opened. Then another crack and a loud curse. Abby stifled a laugh in the silence that followed. 

Then he was gone and she was left alone once more with the dirt and the mice, and the house seemed strangely quiet again. 

Waiting. She just wished she knew for what.
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